
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #14

“Discerning Fact from Fiction”

Acts 8:9-25

Counterfeit money can be a real nuisance, not only for the government, but for the consumers and companies that unknowingly deal with fake currency, costing the U. S. economy and estimated 220 billion dollars a year in lost tax revenue, jobs, and even lives. In the same way, counterfeit Christians abound, and their costs cannot be calculated in dollars and cents, but in eternal lives. In Acts 8, we are introduced to a counterfeit Christian, and the importance of discerning fact from fiction.

The Demonic Control of the Sorcerer

Luke begins the account with the demonic control of the sorcerer in verses 9-11,

Now for some time a man named Simon had practiced sorcery in the city and amazed all the people of Samaria. He boasted that he was someone great, and all the people, both high and low, gave him their attention and exclaimed, “This man is the divine power known as the Great Power.” They followed him because he had amazed them for a long time with his magic.
This Samaritan named Simon is known by several titles, from Simon the Sorcerer to Simon the Magician to Simon Magus, which could mean “Simon the Great”
 (see verse ten) or “Simon the Magi,” similar to the magi who came to worship the baby Jesus in Matthew 2.
 Those magi were more like astrologers, though, whereas this Simon dealt with magic. The word translated “sorcery” is mageuō, meaning “to practice magic.” The word translated “amazed” is existemi, literally meaning, “to drive someone out of his senses.”
 Chuck Swindoll notes,

Like technology today, the practice of magic was everywhere in the ancient world. And like our near addiction to the convenience of smartphones and tablets, Wi-Fi devices and laptops, dependence on magicians and their magical props in the first century was epidemic. From superstitious curses to supernatural cures, people from every social class were exposed to the magic arts. One historian summarizes what most pagans believed about these practitioners: “Magicians had a direct link to the divine world, and magic was seen as a gift from the gods.” These peddlers of falsehood commonly gained fear, respect, admiration, and money through their sleight of hand and deceptive illusions.

Simon the Sorcerer was held in high esteem by the people in Samaria because of his magic arts, and his reputation reached as far as Rome.
 He became known as “the Great Power,” meaning that he claimed to be either God himself
 or, more likely, his chief representative.

It is possible that Simon had performed tricks that could easily have been repeated by a modern-day illusionist. However, given the context of Acts and the times, it’s just as possible that Simon “astonished” people with supernatural power—not the power of God, but the power of demons.
 Sorcery is magic done with help from the devil.

Before this narrative in Acts is completely told, however, it becomes evident that Simon was an impostor who saw a profession of faith as a means to an end. John Phillips calls him “the father of all those who see a path to power in joining a church, a useful way to promote social, economic, or political advantage.”

The Dramatic Conversion of the Samaritans

Philip’s ministry resulted in the dramatic conversion of the Samaritans, detailed in verses 12-13,

But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. Simon himself believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw. 

When Philip arrived with the ability to “astonish” with power from the true God—not to create fear and respect for himself, but to demonstrate that God validated his teaching—people responded in droves. He preached the gospel and they believed; he pointed them toward the resurrected Jesus and they embraced Him as Messiah. As an outward symbol of their belief, the people submitted to water baptism.

Simon started to lose his following as the Samaritans listened to Philip’s message, believed on Jesus Christ, were born again, and were baptized.
 He no longer held center stage.
 How would he respond to this shift in popularity?

Luke says plainly in verse 13, “Simon himself believed.” He expects us to take that statement at face value; after all, Philip didn’t doubt the man’s authenticity. Simon was baptized in water and then followed Philip like a disciple, observing the deacon’s ministry of preaching, healing, and casting out demons. Luke describes Simon as “constantly amazed,” the imperfect tense of existemi—the same effect he once had on the Samaritan people himself.
 As John Stott puts it, “He who had amazed others was himself now amazed.”

Now if the story had stopped at verse 13, the reader would have no reason to see any distinction between the people “who believed” and Simon who also “believed.” As far as Luke’s record goes, both were equally converted and equally enjoyed their newfound salvation.
 But was his belief and baptism real?

What does it mean that, “Simon himself believed”? We can answer that question best by asking another one: What was the basis of his “faith”? His faith was not in the Word of God, but in the miracles he saw Philip perform; and there is no indication that Simon repented of his sins. His faith was like that of the people of Jerusalem who witnessed our Lord’s miracles, or even like that of the demons. Simon continued with Philip, not to hear the Word and learn more about Jesus Christ, but to witness the miracles and perhaps learn how they were done.
 At best it was superficial and inadequate. Jesus himself, we are told in John 2:23–24, attached little value to the faith that rests on miracles alone.
 Perhaps Simon had a professional interest in these miracles, since he was a sorcerer.

As we continue in the text, Luke proceeds to reveal just how little Simon’s profession of faith and baptism captured his life and soul. Simon appears merely to have wanted the power of the Spirit, not the Spirit as a gift of genuine commitment to Christ as Lord and Savior. His heart was not right before God but was crooked and unbelieving.

The Delayed Coming of the Spirit

What happens next is what one scholar calls “perhaps the most extraordinary statement in Acts.”
 Verses 14-17 document the delayed coming of the Spirit,

When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them. When they arrived, they prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet come upon any of them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. Then Peter and John placed their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit. 

This episode has been the subject of much theological debate. Unlike the Jerusalem converts on the day of Pentecost, the Samaritan converts, although baptized by Philip “into the name of the Lord Jesus,” had not at the same time received the gift of the Holy Spirit, But when Peter and John came to their city, they prayed for them, asking God to grant them the Holy Spirit, and then, when they laid their hands on the converts, the Holy Spirit came on them.

How are we to understand this? Some interpret this to mean that salvation and the receiving of the Holy Spirit are two distinct experiences for the Christian.
 Yet Paul writes in Romans 8:9, “if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” It is impossible to be a Christian without the Holy Spirit.

Elsewhere it is made clear that baptism in the name of Jesus leads to the reception of the Spirit; yet the case is different in Acts 19:1–7 where the twelve men at Ephesus had not been baptized in the name of Jesus. Laying on of hands is not mentioned in connection with receiving the Spirit except in Acts 19:6, again in somewhat unusual circumstances. On the other hand, the Spirit can fall upon people before baptism with water, as seen with Cornelius and his family in Acts 10:44–48. I believe we can conclude that reception of the Holy Spirit is not tied to the moment of water baptism.

So why the delayed coming of the Spirit here? I see two reasons for this. First, the Lord delayed the falling of the Holy Spirit for the apostles’ benefit, to assure them that He had accepted the Samaritans’ belief and had made them full-fledged brothers and sisters in the kingdom.
 God did not want two churches that would perpetuate the division and conflict that had existed for centuries.
 Similarly, when Cornelius received the Spirit, Peter explicitly testifies in Acts 11:15-17 that the Holy Spirit fell on him and his family just as he had fallen on the first Christians; it was the same experience.
 Second, this was done for the benefit of the Samaritan believers, to assure them, that they were fully incorporated into the new community of the people of God. They had been so accustomed to being despised as outsiders by the people of Jerusalem, it may have taken a visible evidence that they, too, were included in the body of Christ.

Remember, too, that the first ten chapters of Acts record a period of transition, from the Jew to the Samaritan to the Gentile. God’s pattern for today is seen in Acts 10: the sinner hears the Gospel, believes, receives the gift of the Spirit, and then is baptized in water. It is dangerous to base any doctrine or practice only on what is recorded in Acts 1–10, for you might be building on that which was temporary and transitional. Those who claim we must be baptized to receive the gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:38) have a hard time explaining what happened to the Samaritans; and those who claim we must have “the laying on of hands” to receive the Spirit have a difficult time with Acts 10. Once we accept Acts 1–10 as a transitional period in God’s plan, with Acts 10 being the climax, the problems are solved.

Biblically, the baptism of the Holy Spirit is synonymous with incorporation or entrance into Christ, becoming a Christian in the New Testament with all the benefits provided by Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension. In the final analysis the only thing that matters in deciding whether a person is a Christian or not is whether he/she has received the life-transforming Spirit.
 These Samaritan believers received the Spirit.

The Denounced Corruption of the Sham

Acts 8:18-24 records the denounced corruption of the imposter:

When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered them money and said, “Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit.” 

Peter answered: “May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the gift of God with money! You have no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is not right before God. Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Perhaps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart. For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin.” 

Then Simon answered, “Pray to the Lord for me so that nothing you have said may happen to me.” 

Simon’s greed for power soon separated him from the other Samaritan believers. Attempting to add to his bag of tricks, he offered Peter money for the ability to lay hands on people and empower them to perform miracles.
 He viewed the power of the Holy Spirit the same way he had used magic—real or illusion—for selfish gain.
 This was not merely an innocent mistake, for the word “thought” in Acts 8:22 means “plot or scheme” and is used in a bad sense.
 It was doubtful, in Peter’s eyes, that Simon had experienced the grace of God in any real sense. Simon interpreted all that he saw and heard in terms of his own standards, but the Gospel belonged to a completely new dimension, to which he remained a stranger. In this realm he clearly had “neither part nor share.”
 Ever since that day, the attempt to turn the spiritual into the commercial, to traffic in the things of God, and especially to purchase ecclesiastical office, has been termed “simony.”

Peter’s reply could not be more strongly phrased. J. B. Phillips boldly translated the opening phrase as “To hell with you and your money!” which may sound like profanity, but is precisely what the Greek says. It is the utterance of a curse against Simon, consigning him and his money with him to destruction.

Simon’s response to these severe words of warning was not at all encouraging. He was more concerned about avoiding judgment than getting right with God! There is no evidence that he repented and sought forgiveness. A sinner who wants the prayers of others but who will not pray himself is not going to enter God’s kingdom.
 No one can do our repenting for us. We must repent all on our own. Our loved ones can pray for us, but they cannot pray us out of our destiny. Each of us will stand before God accountable for our own decision in response to His call for repentance.

The facts about Simon are hard to disentangle from later legend. We have reliable information from Justin Martyr, himself a native of Samaria, that Simon lived there and later moved to Rome where he continued his mischief. Later, Irenaeus records how he traveled around with a certain Helen, a former slave, and said that she was an incarnation of ‘Thought’ (a Gnostic power). Hippolytus, another writer about heresies, tells a nice story about how Simon was worsted in a disputation with Peter. At last Simon said ‘that if he were buried alive he would rise again on the third day. Commanding a grave to be dug, he ordered his disciples to heap earth upon him. They did as he commanded, but he remained in it until this day. For he was not the Christ.’ What degree of truth there is in these and other stories is hard to assess.
 John Stott believes, “This is more romance than history.”
 His precise role in the formation of later false teachings is debatable, but this fact seems certain: He did not become a genuine believer in the Lord Jesus Christ.

What do we learn from this story? This episode only shows how close a person can come to salvation and still not be converted. Simon heard the Gospel, saw the miracles, gave a profession of faith in Christ, and was baptized; and yet he was never born again. He was one of Satan’s clever counterfeits; and, had Peter not exposed the wickedness of his heart, Simon would have been accepted as a member of the Samaritan congregation!

As excited as we are to see a sinner come to Christ, we must be aware of the fact that some who claim to believe in Jesus who are not true. They may have some hidden agenda or ulterior motive. We need not detect what those are, but we must learn to discern fact from fiction. How do we do that? Jesus said, “By their fruits you will know them.” This does not mean a new convert will be perfectly changed right away; in fact, it may take some time. But they will grow. If not, there never was any faith.

On Judgment Day, some who claim to be Christians who will be turned away from God’s kingdom. They will be like counterfeit money when it reaches the bank. Suppose you are given a counterfeit bill in change at the store. Thinking it is genuine, you use it to pay for some gas. The station owner uses it to pay one of his employees, who uses it to buy groceries. From there it goes to the bank where the teller says, “I’m sorry, but this bill is counterfeit.” The bill may have been used to do a lot of good while it was in circulation, but when it arrived at the bank, it was exposed for what it really was and put out of circulation. A counterfeit Christian may do many good works, but still be rejected at the gates of judgment.
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