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Roy`s sermon for 17/1/2021  

Acts 8:9-25 ‘To Be Like God; The Intrigue Of The Spectacular!’  
 

Now in our next look at ‘Peter's life with Jesus, An Ordinary Man Serving An Extraordinary God’ 

series, we jump ahead to  Acts 8:9-25: ‘To be like God; The Intrigue Of The Spectacular!’    

Friends, some weeks ago I was talking to a man, trying to share my faith in Jesus with him. As I was 

doing so I asked him this question: Who do you think Jesus was?  This fellow actually professed to 

believe in God, having sent his two children to a Roman Catholic school. Anyway, without thinking 

much about it he replied, “I think He was a magician.” So I asked him if he could explain what he 

meant, since I had never come across that kind of an answer before. And he said, “I think He was a 

magician who was able to trick people.” I asked him, “Do you think He was even able to do that with 

hundreds and thousands at one time?” Well, he thought about it for a moment and said,  “Yeah, 

yeah, I do.”  So he was basically saying that Jesus was a liar, a deceiver, with devious intentions!  

There was a Christian tract around some years ago which explained that Jesus could only have ever 

been one of three things. Either a lunatic, a liar, or the Lord. Either He was so deluded, (like many 

over the past 2000 years who actually believed they were God), a complete lunatic with the mind of 

a madman. Or He was a liar, even the greatest liar who has ever lived, and has deceived the whole 

world! But Beloved, the thing about liars and deceivers is that, eventually, they are uncovered and 

exposed to be who and what they really are!  

This morning we enter into the life of just such a man. The scriptures describe him as a sorcerer, and 

his name is Simon. Acts 8:9 we read, “now for some time a man named Simon had practised 

sorcery.”  You know, it's interesting that today the good guys and heroes in many books and movies  

are often sorcerers and wizards and witches.  But listen to how the old Collins dictionary defines the 

word sorcery: “Divination by the assistance of evil spirits. Witchcraft. Magic. Enchantment”. Now all 

of these things have an evil connotation to them. The taking captive of others by deception.  

Friends, the thing is that the Bible never discounts the existence of such things. Indeed in Exodus, 

Pharaoh's magicians were able to mirror some of those very miracles which God did through Moses 

and Aaron. So those black arts which are spawned by the devil himself are real. We shouldn't think 

that such things are children stories and fables. They are real! And we can see from the text that this 

particular person had held them captive so to speak, “by amazing all of the people of Samaria”. 

The Samaritans were so despised by the Jews that they wouldn't even speak the word, Samaritan. 

The N.I.V. footnote to this text explains that early Christian writings describe this man, Simon, as the 

arch- heretic of the early church: the father of a particular heresy known as Gnosticism. It was all 

about special knowledge, secret knowledge, which in some cases could even be purchased, for just 

the right price of course.  Yes, he “amazed all the people of Samaria. He boasted that he was 

someone great.”  Brethren, one of the clear indications of a deceiver is that they make claims about 

themselves, whereas Jesus told us to “judge a person by their fruits.” Pride, vanity and vainglorious 

boastings are sins. When someone presents themselves in such a manner we are to immediately 

beware. May I suggest that people who preach themselves are not of Christ's Kingdom at all, and 

have a secret agenda. Indeed, Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:2, “for I resolved to know nothing while I 

was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” In other words, it is all about Jesus. Not the 

preacher or who they are, but all about Him!   
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And notice in v10 what a powerful hold Simon had on them: “All the people, both high and low, gave 

him their attention and exclaimed, “This man is the divine power known as the great power.”  So 

yes, they had attributed him with deity: He was a god. He was divine. They had even given him a 

name “the great power.” John Calvin explains that they considered him to be either one of God's 

prophets or indeed the very Spirit of God come down on a man. Yes, evil is real. We must not be 

deceived and dismissive of such things! God in our midst they declared. It is at the heart of every 

idolatrous religion - to be able to see and touch God. But of course Jesus taught that “faith is 

believing without seeing.”  

Friends, I want you to notice how falsehood, (false religions), grip and keep their hold on people. It 

takes place over time. Verse 11 “they followed him, because he amazed them over a long period of 

time with his magic.” Over time the spectacular becomes more and more intriguing and seductive, 

even generationally so. Children are even born into the grip of false religion. Yes, the spectacular, 

the secretive, the pomp and pageantry within so much idolatrous false religions, seem to hold an 

intrigue and grip over humanity. Even as the forbidden fruit held a powerful, evil intrigue and 

fascination over the woman and the man in the garden of Eden. Genesis 3:6 “ When the woman saw 

that the fruit of the tree was good for food and was pleasing to the eye and also desirable for 

gaining, wisdom she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband who was with her, 

and he ate it.” There seems to be this evil curiosity, this fascination which is inherent in man, to gaze 

into those things we should not. The mysticism and evil of the black arts does seem to hold many 

captive. And the longer we linger, the longer we entertain such things, the greater the hold in the 

hands of the devil those things will have upon us!  

Samaria followed this demon for a long time. He “amazed” them, he intrigued them, he had 

entertained them, he held them captive in that darkness until the light of the gospel burst through 

into their lives! Verse 12 “but when they believed Phillip as he preached the good news of the 

Kingdom of God in the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptised both men and women.” Yes, for a 

long time the Samaritans were held captive by this heresy but then the truth of Jesus is preached, 

and the prisoners are set free!  

Beloved, it's no different for you and me. We can all be enamoured by the glitz and lure of the world. 

Caught up in the world with  an intrigue of those things that can bewitch us. They seem to hold out 

all manner of good things, even hidden, sacred secret and mystical things. They are within our grasp, 

if we will just reach out and take hold of them as did Eve in the garden! Indeed Satan said to Jesus 

Himself,  (Matt.4:9-10) “All the kingdoms of the world I will give you if you just bow down and 

worship me.” But of course Jesus` reply “away from me Satan, for it is written “worship the Lord 

your God and serve him only.”   

That's what the things of the world can do to us. They can hold out that fascination, even that 

secretive temptation which, if we entertain them and give in to them like the Samaritans, we will be 

carried away by them! Yet praise God, that even in the midst of such deceptive darkness Christ`s 

gospel does breakthrough, as it did in Samaria!  

A bunch of people are baptised, even Simon himself. But I'm going to state at the outset, that 

Simon's baptism had nothing to do with Jesus. This begins to be revealed I believe in what follows. 

Let's remember, the people followed Simon because they were “amazed” by those mystical things 

he did. In verse 13b we read: “and he followed Phillip everywhere”, (and look at the words)  

“astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw.” Brothers and sisters, I really believe that many 

throughout Christendom today are in effect seeking to reel people in under the banner of Jesus, and 

yet at their core, are dangling that enticement of the spectacular and the miraculous!  
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Now, did these miraculous things happen? Without question. Can God still do miracles? Without 

question. Is the miraculous God's goal? Without question. But let me qualify that last statement. 

That miracle which is God's goal is the Salvation of each and every soul for whom His Son died! 

Friends, the great tragedy is that today, throughout much of these so called miraculous 

inducements, is that the true goal of Jesus` death (the Salvation of souls: the only thing for which He 

died), is being counterfeited and obscured, by the flashing lights of the so called miraculous!  

Hearing the news of converts, Peter and John had come to Samaria. Then in v15 “when they arrived 

they prayed for them.”  Yes, Peter and John “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 baptised in the 

name of Jesus.”  Beloved, here we are presented with a huge theological problem. The questions 

are: When is a person born again? And when does the Holy Spirit enter into hearts, as the Bible 

teaches?   Biblical theology teaches us that the moment we are saved, born again, it is at that very 

moment, that the Spirit of God enters into us. Indeed it is the Spirit of God whom Jesus uses to wash 

away the sins of our past, present and future.  

So if this is the case, what then do we have here before us? Now firstly, let's be clear, not everyone 

who gets baptised is saved. Jesus even said that “on the last day there will be many who will say 

“Lord, Lord, did we not drive out demons in your name and perform many miracles?” (not only one 

miracle but many miracles),  “but he will reply “away from me you evil doers. I never knew you.” No, 

the miraculous is not evidence of Salvation. Not everyone who is baptised (and indeed, not all of 

those who do the baptising) are saved. But that's not what we have here. These people were already 

born again. And if they were, the Spirit of God was already dwelling within them.  

It is a passage which I must confess that has always troubled me, but now I feel I have a hold of it. 

According to the commentators, (and this is the only thing which makes any sense biblically and 

theologically), what we have here is that those signs and wonders which did accompany the gospel 

in the early church, at that point in Samaria, were only evident in Phillip the Apostle and not the 

Samaritan converts. Yes, they were saved, but as yet those manifestations of the Holy Spirit had not 

yet been poured out upon the church! So v17 “Then Peter and John placed their hands on them and 

they received the Holy Spirit.”  

Now friends, there are those today who claim that what we have here before us is known as the 

‘second blessing’, and that the Holy Spirit comes on some people twice even 3, 4, 5 or 6 times. And 

even that Peter and John were empowered to give the Holy Spirit when they saw fit. This is not true 

because it is only God who gives His Spirit. This is very clear because Jesus said in John 14:16-17 “and 

I will ask the Father and he will send you another Counsellor, the Spirit of truth”.  Yes, only God gives 

out His Spirit. Not Peter, not John, or anyone else! So this is the meaning of the text. The Spirit of 

God had indeed already come upon those who had accepted Phillip`s preaching of Jesus. Not 

through the physical act of baptism, but being poured out by God through Jesus and now, those 

manifestations, (those gifts of God`s Spirit), were imparted to them through Peter and John!  

Friends, during all of this Simon seems to have slipped into the background until now. But now that 

he has been witness to it all, he re-emerges. And I want you to think about it: what would the one 

who previously had all of the power, all of the adulation and all of the glory do? Well, when he saw a 

way to get some of that lost magic and praise back, he acts. V18-19: ”When Simon saw that the 

Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostle`s 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.” Now this adds 

weight to my previous explanation of the state of Simon's heart. Ask yourselves: Did Simon care if 

the people were in fact being saved? No. He followed Peter everywhere because “he was astonished 
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by the great signs and miracles which he saw.” I don't know, maybe this was his plan all along, to 

find out Phillip`s secret so to speak. I don't think it's a stretch. He doesn't care if people are being 

saved, he wants the ability and the glory, to give out (or most likely keep for himself), those 

wondrous manifestations; yes those gifts of the Holy Spirit! Beloved, pursuing such things as the 

spectacular and the miraculous as the end goal, is a deep and treacherous pit from where it is very 

difficult to escape. Even eternally so, if it not be for God's mercy! This is the sin of Simon: to draw all 

things to himself and away from God!   

Gen.3:4-5 “You will surely not die”, the serpent said to the woman. “For God knows that when you 

eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God knowing good and evil”.  But beloved who 

is “like God”? Surely it is only God Himself. So if we are seeking to be “like God”, (not in the sense of 

seeking to be like Jesus, as a humble and obedient servant), but if we are seeking to be “like God” in 

that grasping of His throne and the usurping of His Authority even as Adam and Eve did in the 

garden and as Simon does here before us, then we are not seeking to be “like God”, we are seeking 

to be God!  

Yes friends, lusting after and desiring to possess the spectacular and the miraculous, is the desire to 

place ourselves at the centre of it all, even all things! And even placing ourselves upon the very 

throne of God! This is not the desire to be “like God”; it is actually the desire to be God!  

Brethren, as I said earlier, the thing about liars and deceivers is that eventually they are uncovered, 

and who they really are is revealed. The real Simon is laid bare. That evil grasping wickedness of his 

black soul has been revealed for what and who he really is! Verse 20 “may your money perish with 

you, because you thought you could buy the gift of God with money”.  Simon offered the apostles a 

bribe. You know, similarly, we can all do that with God, can't we?  ‘I'll give you my obedience if you 

do this for me. I'll be completely devoted to you Lord, if only you give me that marriage partner, that 

job, that possession, that style of life which I want. Yes Lord I'll be all in, just do this for me!’ But 

friends, God can`t be bought. He doesn't take bribes. “May your money perish with you.”  

No we don't get to have God on our own terms. ‘Nothing in my hand I bring simply to the cross I 

cling’. There is much grasping of glory and adulation today under the banner of Jesus; this is not of 

God. Look at  v21-23: “you have no share or part 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.”  

Deuteronomy 29:18 speaks of the poison of bitterness in the heart leading to idolatry, which is what 

we see in Simon. That grasping of the things of God's Kingdom, but not wanting to come through 

Jesus. That grasping of the signs but wanting to have nothing to do with the substance of Christ`s 

gospel, Jesus himself! Full of bitterness, and captive to sin the scripture says. Brothers and sisters, sin 

does hold us captive. There is no escaping its grip. Only Jesus can do that. Yes the real Simon is laid 

bare. It is time to repent and confess his sin. But notice what he does. Being full of bitterness and 

captive to sin, there is no repentance in him! No it`s, how do I get myself out of this?  

Beloved, when we are caught in, or convicted of sin, whether that be by conscience or a fellow 

believer, it`s time to confess, repent, and make restitution to the one who has been wronged by us. 

As proof of that change of heart. But not Simon: ‘I've been discovered, there must be a way out’. 

V24 “then Simon answered, “Pray to the Lord for me so that nothing you have said will happen to 

me.” Now notice he doesn't pray for himself. He wants someone else to pray for him. And just like 

Judas Iscariot, he doesn't care about his sin, he cares only about being caught out and the 

consequences of that sin.  
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Dear friends, we do need to be on guard against having a conscience which is so hard and blind to 

our sin and who we are, that it is the consequences alone of our which we dread, and not the 

grievance of our sin itself and the real harm which is done. True repentance does both. It grieves 

over the act because it is a crime against God, and it grieves over the hurt which is caused. While 

making restitution to that one who has been wronged!!  

Well this is the last that we ever hear of this Simon, a casualty of the grasping of his own need to be 

lauded and praised, indeed, to be “like God.”  There is a great danger in needing the praise of men. 

Seeking to exhort ourselves at the expense of others. It is to place ourselves upon the throne. 

Seeking to remove God`s authority from us and impart our own!  

No, the spectacular and the miraculous is not the goal of the gospel. The goal of God's Gospel is the 

miracle of the Salvation of souls, through Jesus` Cross!  V25 “when they had testified and proclaimed 

the word of the Lord, Peter and John returned to Jerusalem preaching the gospel in many Samaritan 

villages.” Not doing miracles wherever they went but preaching the gospel. Those things may well 

have accompanied their preaching, but that was never their goal. It was always glory be to God, by 

making His Son`s Name known!  

Beloved, we need to be on guard against Satan's whispers in our ears, urging us to be like God. No, 

what we need to do is seek to be like His obedient son Jesus. That humble, obedient servant, who 

sought  only to do His Father's will. “Not my will but Thine be done”!  

Let`s pray!  


