
Sermon on Acts  8:1-8 prepared by Jonathan Shradar  

 

A couple of years ago the elders were attending a church planting network conference - it was a 

meaningful time for us, helped us gain a clearer vision for what we hoped this church would 

become but the thing of the three days that most sticks to my memory is a prayer prayed for a 

new church plant and their pastor.  

 

Their story was told of moving into a part of the country hostile to the gospel - maybe the most 

subversively hostile - and another pastor came to pray. As he began, he prayed for wisdom, for 

gospel opportunities and relationships in the new church. Then, to the amusement of the 

audience, and maybe the shock of the pastor being prayed for, he said “Lord we ask for 

persecution on this church…”  

 

He joked about it and quickly changed the request to freedom from persecution but I was struck 

that maybe that was the appropriate prayer, the invitation of something that will vindicate the 

gospel work in that city.  

 

That goes against intuition and best practices - in all the church leadership books I have read, 

never have I come across a call to be jailed for preaching the gospel, to suffer assault and harm 

as a way to grow the church! But when I read the Bible…  

 

We arrive back in Acts, to a moment of increased persecution and a spark that expands the 

kingdom of God.  

 

Jesus uses unlikely characters to reach unlikely people and the result is joy.  

 

Acts 8:1–8 “And Saul approved of his execution. 

 

And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were 

all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. [2] Devout men 

buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. [3] But Saul was ravaging the church, and 

entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison. 

 

[4] Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word. [5] Philip went down to the 

city of Samaria and proclaimed to them the Christ. [6] And the crowds with one accord paid 

attention to what was being said by Philip, when they heard him and saw the signs that he did. 

[7] For unclean spirits, crying out with a loud voice, came out of many who had them, and many 

who were paralyzed or lame were healed. [8] So there was much joy in that city.” (ESV) 

 

Jesus uses unlikely characters to reach unlikely people and the result is joy.  

 



God’s economy - how things work in the kingdom - is upside down. The ways of Jesus and the 

building of his church don’t make for great “strategy” or function following expectation. But as 

the Sovereign of the universe, events follow his will and his results - for our good as his people.  

 

Here, in the story of the birth and expansion of the church, is an unexpected turn, events and 

characters. But it is all on purpose and recorded to give us not only a model of life under the 

preaching of the gospel, but hope for what Jesus can do among people that are not detoured 

from speaking of and living in response to the grace of Christ.  

 

The Book of Acts is the account of the apostles’ ministry empowered by the Holy Spirit. The 

defining engine of the church, given as a gift to those that believe.  

 

Acts 1:8 “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.” (ESV) 

 

From the ascension of Jesus, his return to the heavenly throne, his disciples wait for the gift and 

by the second chapter of Acts, the Spirit comes, like nothing before, and the word of God is 

proclaimed in languages unknown to the speakers - it draws crowds that hear of Christ in their 

own native tongues - Peter preaches and calls people to repentance and BOOM, the church is 

born with 3000 converts. The apostles go on preaching day in and day out, declaring freedom 

for captives in the name of Jesus. More are added to their number each day and the culture in 

Jerusalem is challenged just by the shear number of those following the Way - believing in 

Jesus.  

 

Threats are made by the religious elite, the Jews that will have nothing to do with this talk of 

Jesus being the Messiah - the one promised to reign forever. The apostles are beaten - and the 

church prays not for protection but more boldness to preach Christ.  

 

The gospel transforms the way people live, they share all things, they care for each others’ needs 

and the mission, to witness of Jesus and make disciples is the passionate center of the church.  

 

And severe persecution falls on the church. Stephen, a young man chosen to serve widows in the 

church, preaches the word to those accusing him of blasphemy and he becomes the first martyr, 

murdered, stoned for preaching Jesus. And he is welcomed into heaven by Christ himself…  

 

A moment of personal hope - that Jesus would welcome us in the same way on the glorious day 

we meet him face to face - but it is a seemingly disastrous moment for the church - those 

preaching - even mentioning Jesus are hunted and imprisoned for proclaiming his name.  

 

But this is the church as designed - as Jesus told his followers - if the founder and perfecter of 

the faith is murdered, we have a picture of what to expect.  

 



To our intellectual minds, however, it all seems like these events and the individuals playing a 

part are unlikely, unexpected and maybe unqualified for what the church needs to grow. That is 

how we want to think through the text this morning - notice the unlikely characters Jesus uses, 

see the unlikely people that hear and believe the truth of Jesus, and see if we can tap into the 

results.  

 

Jesus uses unlikely characters to reach unlikely people and the result is joy.  

 

1)  Unlikely Characters  

 

God uses all people for his glory - even those oppressively against him. Here we have two men, 

very different in background and mission, used by Jesus to further the church’s reach to the 

whole world.  

 

At this point ministry is exclusive to Jerusalem - the apostles reside here, the preaching happens 

near and in the temple - all that God’s people might hear and believe, that Jews would embrace 

their Messiah and throw off the shackles of the law finding grace. But the ministry is not meant 

to stay in Jerusalem alone.  

 

a) Saul - the brilliant savage persecutor. 

 

Meet the most influential man apart from Christ in the growth of the church. There are many 

chapters of the story yet to unfold and here we have Saul, among the most educated theologians 

in Israel, a bright shining stars among Rabbis and the ruling counsel, mentored by one of the 

great in Jewish thought. A Roman citizen with credentials to be envied.  

 

Just before our text, those murdering Stephen laid their cloaks at his feet and now we see that he 

approved of his execution. From that flow of blood a great persecution rises, believers scatter out 

of Jerusalem, and Saul ravages the church putting men and women in prison for believing and 

preaching Jesus.  

 

But his rampage, rather than kill “The Way,” actually unleashes it and serves its growth (and his 

eventual conversion - wouldn’t be on the road to Damascus if he hadn’t driven the church out!)  

 

Saul’s persecution is the moment the church is sparked into an inferno unstoppable reaching 

beyond the safe confines of one region, to the known world.  

 

And this is actually a key way the church grows. Most of the major movements, the significant 

expansions of the church comes at the spark of persecution - the church dies in places it is 

comfortable and the preaching of Christ ceases. God uses persecution to move his people into 

the mission he had given them; hard times, like persecution, often produce more personnel, 

more prayer, more power, more open purses than easy times. 



“It is not his only way. But it does seem to be a frequent way. God spurs the church into 

missionary service by the suffering she endures. Therefore we must not judge too quickly the 

apparent setbacks and tactical "defeats" of the church. If you see things with the eyes of God, the 

Master strategist (who cannot lose because he is omnipotent), what you see in every setback is 

the positioning for a greater advance and a greater display of his wisdom and power and love." 

John Piper 

 

“Jesus has clearly told us that persecution is normal and expected. The only way to stop 

persecution, in fact, is to be disobedient to His call. How can we pray that persecution will stop 

when the only way to stop persecution is by refusing to share Jesus.... Working to stop 

something that Jesus told us would happen—or praying for it not to happen—puts us in a 

strange place!” Insanity of Obedience 

 

persecution = suffering in light of preaching the Gospel 

 

The persecutor, unlikely as he is, used to send the church on mission. He too will join this 

mission.  

 

Even enemies are made advocates. “Look on your adversaries with the eyes of faith—that 

someday, by the power of God they could experience a turn-around as amazing and unexpected 

as Saul's.” 

 

There is another unlikely character in our text, a faithful servant preaching Jesus.  

 

Verse 4 is probably the most important sentence in this story - “Now those who were scattered 

went about preaching the word.” (ESV) 

 

And among them was b) Philip.  

 

This is not the apostle Philip that had walked with Jesus…Notice the apostles are still in 

Jerusalem while the gospel goes out!  This is one of the seven chosen to serve tables (along with 

Stephen). We don’t see anything of pedigree in Philip, we know very little of him - but what we 

do know is what matters.  

 

Philip goes to a city of Samaria and proclaimed Christ to them. This servant in the church is 

used for the transformation of those far from God.  

 

More than that, the Spirit empowers signs that vindicate the word he preaches as there is 

healing and the casting out of unclean spirits.  

 

Philip brought his faithfulness - he wasn’t going to stop preaching the word of Christ’s grace, 

forgiveness of sin. And the Spirit brought the power. Jesus using the unlikely spokesman to 

draw people to himself.  



This is the mandate for all believers - that God makes his appeal through us, as ambassadors of 

Christ on a diplomatic mission to see lives changed, to give hope, and real life.  

 

Philip may have not had a juicy testimony, he may not have had eloquence or qualifications, but 

what he had he shared - Jesus.  

 

And he is used to reach an unlikely people.  

 

2) Unlikely People  

 

The persecution of Saul drove faithful believers into Judea and Samaria, and Philip lands among 

the people of Samaria. To Jews, Samaritans had no standing in the kingdom of God - they were 

seen as lower than Gentiles, unworthy of God…  

 

Descendants of the Northern Tribes of Israel that had for generations intermarried with those 

that conquered them. They despised the Temple, and even with proximity to Jerusalem, they 

were outcasts, the last to be picked for kickball.  

 

Why it was so scandalous for Jesus to speak to a Samaritan woman at a well.  

 

If you asked the “religious” of the day they would tell you that Samaritans didn’t deserve grace. 

To some this becomes the proof of the “bogus” nature of the church - ‘you shouldn’t have these 

people!’  

 

But Philip preaches and the crowds pay attention.  

 

Unlikely people are all there is before the cross of Christ. None can live with the perfection 

needed to stand before God, all are tainted by the ravage of sin, save One, Jesus. And it is by his 

life and death we are gifted righteousness, made just before God.  

 

No one is too far from his grace, no one is too mangled by their history, none are excluded by 

who they are or what they have done - actually it is these things that make us capable recipients 

of the mercy and grace of Christ.  

 

We bring nothing but our need for a Savior, for rescue. He brings himself, and brings restoration 

to us.  

 

3) Results  

 

Transformation - the paralyzed and lame were healed… those oppressed by demons are 

delivered… life is renewed in Samaria for those that believe this message of Christ.  

 



Sinners freed from captivity, brought to God by Christ, made heirs with him, eternally secure. 

All of life radically given over to Jesus.  

 

This is how the gospel works - this is what the Spirit does in lives awakened by the grace of 

Jesus. Nothing can stay the same… and it impacts more than the individual, it changes cities… 

So there was much joy in that city!  

 

"Christ alone has the power to deliver from Satan and all his evil. Christ alone has the power 

heal our bodies now and finally in the resurrection. Christ alone has the right and power to 

forgive our sins and make us right with God. So if you have Christ, if you know him and trust 

him, then no matter how severe the persecution is, no matter how great the suffering of life, you 

have hope and you have joy. "There was much joy in that city" because Philip preached Christ." 

 

The fruit of transformation flows further than the few. Lives are changed, people believe - later 

we hear of their belief and baptism - healing comes and the environment is different in this city.  

It doesn’t say that everyone was saved… but there was much joy. Renewal impacts those who 

surround the church. Like Jerusalem, something non-ignorable is happening, the culture is 

shifting and all ships are lifted by this rising tide.  

 

The kingdom is breaking forth, those redeemed become a redemptive force where they live and 

in the work they do. They go about preaching the word, bringing hope, and life.  

 

Jesus uses unlikely characters to reach unlikely people and the result is joy.  

 

What does all this mean for us in 2018?  

 

You are the unlikely people - those far off, sinful, broken… visited by grace - justified in Christ - 

saved by his life and death for you on the cross. Given life, purpose and a mission in his 

resurrection.  

 

Believe, surrender your life to Jesus. Give up the striving, the attempts to prove yourself, the 

exhaustion of hiding your struggles and pain. Be welcomed by Christ, loved, claimed and 

empowered to live.  

 

You are also the unlikely characters meant to bring the WORD into the ordinary spaces of our 

lives. Those places we are brought to by persecution, by hardship, by the church being 

devastated… those places we are brought to by our vocation, by our passions and pursuits.  

 

There is joy to be had - peace to rule in our hearts and redemption to extend to those around us.  

 

As we lean into the New Year, let’s lean into this way of seeing the church grow for the glory of 

Jesus.  

 



Come what may, preach the word, all of us, all changed by the grace of Christ. All we are called 

to do is tell of what Jesus has done for us and to love as he loved us.  

 

Seek people - the unlikely, the different, those in need of peace.  

 

Bring joy - live for the restoration of our city in Christ. Give your life to follow Jesus and love 

those he loves.  

 

The shelves of Christian Biography are filled with accounts of unlikely characters reaching 

unlikely people. The sex addict transformed and made into a church father… A failure of a monk 

finding grace in the New Testament… The cross-eyed preacher proclaiming Christ to thousands 

at a time… The four foot three inch Southern lady spending her life speaking and modeling 

Christ in 19th century China. The seminary flunky who was refused a pastor call and instead 

went to native people on the frontier.  

 

The engineer... the social worker… the custodian… the teacher… the neighborhood mom… YOU!  

 

This week I heard a missionary share an assessment that there is an move of God in San Diego - 

where you might expect L.A. to have more action, more churches, miracles and a draw of people 

to SD… Reservoir Church, we are part of this. Unlikely characters reaching unlikely people, all 

experiencing joy.  

 

 

 

 


