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The Gospel Brings Joy – Acts 8:3-40 
(Expanded Sermon Notes) 

 

Over the last eight chapters, we have watched a powerful story unfold. That is, we have seen time and 

time again that when the gospel (the good news of Jesus and his resurrection) is declared, it brings new life 

and joy. What started as a small group of 120 disciples (Jesus followers) has now expanded to over 10,000 in 

Jerusalem! This rapid expansion, the distinctly different way this community is living, and the powerful acts of 

God that happen at the hands of the Apostles have drawn in those from outside of Jerusalem. By all accounts, 

this is amazing and far greater than the Apostles could have ever imagined… yet, God is not done. His Spirit 

will move in the life of a servant named Philip, and through him, we will see that the gospel and salvation are 

for all people! And, we are again reminded that, wherever the gospel is declared, it brings joy.  

1. A new character enters the scene... Philip (v.5) 
 

a. To begin with, we meet Philip, one of the seven deacons who were appointed in chapter 6. He 
seems, like Stephen, to have quickly outgrown the purely administrative job to which he had 
been appointed.  

i. He, like others, has had to leave Jerusalem in a hurry following the death of Stephen, 
but he is by no means in hiding. On the contrary, he has gone off to a town in Samaria.  

ii. Later in the chapter, we find him down in Gaza; and later in the book (21:8) we find him 
living in Caesarea, on the coast, with four daughters who all have prophetic gifts.  

b. And, significantly, at that point, he is referred to as an ‘evangelist’; clearly, we may suppose, 
the different ‘offices’ in the early church were not mutually exclusive, and Philip could still be a 
‘deacon’ while engaging in other work as well.1 
 

2. Changed people talk about what changed them. (vv. 4, 5, 12, 25, 35, 40) 
 

a. This is a common and visible theme within the book of Acts… The gospel needs to be 
declared.  

i. The scene continues to underscore how God is leading the mission, whether through 
persecution or by direct guidance. Philip is God’s faithful messenger, and divine 
providence drives the mission.  

1. What seemed a disaster, the scattering of the church has resulted in a 
successful mission that was not the result of human planning (Johnson 1992: 
150).  

2. Sometimes God puts us in places we do not plan on to further his work.2 
ii. Pay attention to how many times in this passage that the gospel is preached or 

declared and what happens when it is. (Six times) 

                                                      
1 Tom Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-12 (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2008), 127. 
2 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 321. 
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1. v.4 – Those who are scattered preach the gospel.  
2. v.5, 12 – Philip preaches it in Samaria… and they believe and are baptized!  
3. v. 25 – Peter & John come back from Samaria and continue to preach the gospel.  
4. v.35 – Philip preaches to the Ethiopian eunuch.  
5. v.40 – Philip preaches to the towns along the way to his home in Caesarea.    

 
iii. Why do we need to declare the gospel with words? à Can’t we just assume people will 

understand the gospel by watching our lives?  
1. We need the Gospel to make the nature and name of God clear. 
2. Our lives are an important apologetic… in that our friends and neighbors can 

measure up and determine if this thing that we claim (Christianity) has actually 
made a difference in our lives.  

a. I.e., Our lives give a demonstration of proof of our faith.  
3. We must then share the good news of Jesus specifically, and that only comes 

through verbalization of the gospel.  
a. Otherwise, we run the risk of people never actually knowing Jesus 

personally and in a saving way.  
iv. Simon is an example of why we need to be clear with the gospel.  

1. Simon has been a leading figure in the local Samaritan district and has gained a 
great reputation through his magic powers. People have been hailing him as a 
manifestation of ‘the great God’. Quite what they meant by that Luke does not 
explain further.  

a. It is possible that Simon had been seen as, or even that he had described 
himself as, the incarnation or manifestation of the one true God, but we 
cannot be sure.  

b. In any case, he quickly seems to have recognized in what Philip was doing 
a power greater than the one he himself possessed. He not only believed 
and was baptized, but stuck close to Philip.3 

2. If Philip had never clarified who the Messiah actually was and how to receive 
eternal life, the Samaritans and Simon himself could have easily gone on living in 
delusion and apart from God.   

v. Note on Simon’s future faithfulness: Cf. 8:24 - Simon’s belief does not seem genuine in 
the long run.  

a. I.e., He doesn’t seem to finish well.  
1. Simon’s response was to ask the apostles to pray for him that none of the 

threatened judgments might come upon him. A variant reading in some mss 
adds the interesting comment that Simon wept continually as he made his 
request. There is no hint in the text that his request was anything but sincere, 
however much or little he may have understood all that was said.4 

2. 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.  

3. 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).  

                                                      
3 Tom Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-12 (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2008), 129. 
4 I. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 5, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1980), 169. 
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4. 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.’ 5 

a. The caution for us today is to acknowledge that a bold start does not 
guarantee and faithful finish. We are to hold fast to Jesus and the truths 
we learned from the beginning so that we are not led astray.  

 

3. The Church continues to expand. (vv. 5, 13, 39) 
 

a. Jesus’ original command (1:8) was for the Apostles to spread the gospel in increasingly 
expanding regions (Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the world).  

b. There is a second important dimension to this section. Those who respond are not Jews but 
those on the edge of Judaism, namely, Samaritans and an Ethiopian.  

i. The reach of the gospel is moving toward those beyond the center of Judaism in 
fulfillment of Jesus’s post-resurrection commission (Acts 1:8), on its initial journey “for 
all who are far away”. By use of a bridge that involves those on the periphery of 
Judaism, the unit sets the stage for the outreach to the Gentiles.6 

c. In both stories, we see the power of God’s Spirit at work!  
i. In Samaria, the Spirit brings unity between deeply divided people.  

ii. What is going on in v.16?  
1. Cf. 8:5 - They were thus brought into fellowship with the whole church, and not 

merely with the Hellenist section of it. This explanation is preferable to the view 
that the Samaritans had not responded fully to the preaching of the gospel.7 

a. The clearest understanding is that God withheld a unique manifestation 
of the Spirit until the coming of Peter and John in order that the 
Samaritans might be seen to be fully incorporated into the community 
of Jerusalem Christians who had received the Spirit at Pentecost.  

b. This view is confirmed by the way in which, when Cornelius received the 
Spirit, Peter explicitly testifies that the Holy Spirit fell on him and his 
family just as he had fallen on the first Christians; it was the same 
experience (11:15–17).8 

iii. Let’s revisit a quick history of the Samaritan & Jewish divide.  
1. The Samaritans have an alternate view of human history.  

a. Jn. 4:19,20 - The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a 
prophet. 20 Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you say that in 
Jerusalem is the place where people ought to worship.” 

b. This divide goes back some 700 years to the Assyrian exile.  

                                                      
5 I. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 5, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1980), 164. 
6 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 321. 
7 I. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 5, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1980), 162. 
8 I. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 5, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1980), 167. 
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i. The people of the northern kingdom were the first to be carried 
away in exile and into idolatry.  

ii. They also intermarried with the Assyrians.  
iii. This led to generations of racial and ethnic hate and division.  

1. The fact that Jesus went to Samaria was SHOCKING!! 
2. Now, the gospel is expanding there, they believe, and are 

now unified with the church in Jerusalem!  
iv. Philip also figures in a second story, which is again concerned with the missionary 

expansion of the church. Where the preceding story was concerned with Samaria and a 
mass movement, here there is a single convert, who comes from the far south. In the 
former story, there was no special divine guidance leading to the evangelistic venture, 
but here at every stage the Spirit can be seen ruling and directing what happens.9 

1. v.26 – An angel of the Lord directs Philip.  
a. The angel of the Lord is prominent in Acts (5:19; 10:3, 7, 22; 12:7–15, 

23; 27:23; angel in 7:30, 35, 38, 53; also in Luke: 1:11, 13, 26, 28; 2:9–10, 
13.  

b. In verse 29, the Spirit speaks to Philip.  
c. Witherington comments that Luke often has angels working in concert 

with the Spirit (Luke 1:26–35) and that Luke does not think that the angel 
of the Lord is Jesus.  

d. A similar interchange that includes giving directions takes place in Acts 
10. God is directing this event. Philip’s movements are like those of Elijah 
in the OT (1 Kings 18:12; 2 Kings 1:3; 2:16).10 

2. v.29 - The Spirit, not the angel of verse 26, now directs Philip to go and join 
(κολλήθητι, kollēthēti) the man in the chariot. The Spirit frequently directs in 
Acts (10:19; 11:12; 13:2, 4; 16:6–7).11 

a. Again, what is clear is that God is directing the steps and interactions of 
Philip.  

v. Note on ‘Gaza’ 
1. Αὕτη (hautē, this) refers to the road, not to Gaza (Horton and Blakely 2000: 61; 

BDF §290.1). Horton and Blakely (2000) have made a strong case that the locale 
is the area around Tell el-Hesi, which has a spring that likely has existed for 
centuries. This is more likely than the more traditional site near Hebron at ʿAin 
ed-Dirweh. The suggestion goes back to E. Robinson in 1838 (E. Robinson and E. 
Smith 1856: 47). This is the only place Gaza is mentioned in the NT.12 

 
 

4. Baptism is a normal step of obedience. (vv. 12, 13, 38) 
 

Why do we celebrate baptism?  

a. Jesus commands baptism: The Great Commission – Mat 28:18-20 

                                                      
9 I. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 5, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1980), 170. 
10 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 340. 
11 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 342. 
12 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 341. 
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i. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age.” 

b. Here’s some water…why not now? - Acts 8:36-38 
i. And as they were going along the road, they came to some water, and the eunuch 

said, “See, here is water! What prevents me from being baptized?” 38 And he 
commanded the chariot to stop, and they both went down into the water, Philip and 
the eunuch, and he baptized him. 

c. The verb “prevent” (κωλύω, kōluō) appears six times in Acts. How the eunuch knows about 
baptism is not made clear. Has Philip explained it to him (so Fitzmyer 1998: 414), or has he 
heard about it in Jerusalem?  

i. His willingness to receive baptism means that he is responsive to the gospel.  
ii. All the barriers are down, and so a eunuch, a black, God-fearing Gentile, is baptized 

(Polhill 1992: 226).13 
1. This is the first indication of just how expansive the gospel is.  

a. He is not Jewish. à He is Ethiopian. 
i. He is not Roman or Palestinian, or Middle Eastern.  

b. He is not free. à He is under some bond of servitude.  
c. He is aware of God but needs Philip to explain the name and nature of 

God to him.  
iii. What are the barriers that stand in your way of eternal life & baptism?  

1. The idol of self – We do not worship idols of wood or stone, but we worship 
ourselves. Our obsession with the discovery of our inward selves is idolatry.  

a. I.e., I’m working on me.  
b. I.e., I’m an inherently good person. 

2. It’s not for me… I’ve done too much. – This is categorically false. We have all 
committed the same rebellion, and Jesus is able to cover our debt.  

3. I will get to it later… - This is living under false pretenses. We are not guaranteed 
later. We do not know if there will be a later. And, frankly, if this is our 
perspective, why do we think we will be convinced or motivated later when we 
are not convinced or motivated now?  

 

We celebrate baptism because it gives us a visible picture of the radical change that has occurred in us 

through Jesus. We have gone from being self-centered in every way to self-giving. We have gone from being 

an enemy of God to being adopted as a beloved child in his family. We have gone from serving our flesh to 

being new creations. The transformation that happens at the moment of salvation and that continues to 

happen brings us joy. And this joy is not fleeting happiness that changes with our circumstances. It is instead a 

deep-down and steadfast contentment and confidence in the one who has saved us. That is why joy in Christ 

passes understanding and is greater than anything this life or world can offer us. It is rooted in Jesus, the 

                                                      
13 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 345. 
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source of life, and not in the temporary passions of the flesh. If you are a Christian, declare the gospel as you 

go through your days because it brings joy. If you are a seeker or searcher, consider what is holding you back 

from placing your trust in Jesus. It is only through him that you will find what you are looking for.  


