
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #12

“Wherever You Go”

Acts 8:1-4

While recent hurricanes have captured more of the attention of our country, wildfires out West are consuming tens of thousands of acres, threatening to destroy numerous homes and even resulting in several deaths. Earlier this year in central Portugal, a wildfire raged so fiercely and swiftly that 63 people were killed, many burned to death in their cars as they tried to flee the scene. That wildfire was caused by a lightning strike in an extremely dry area.
 Other wildfires have been caused by a careless camper not fully extinguishing a campfire, or even the intentional act of an arsonist. Whatever the cause, one ignited a wildfire spreads out of control.

A similar phenomenon occurred spiritually in the first century Roman Empire. Michael Green writes,

Within ten years of the death of Jesus the gospel about Him had reached Alexandria and Antioch, the greatest cities in Africa and Asia respectively. Almost certainly it had reached Rome by that time: it was so notorious a movement in the capital city of the world that Christians could be made scapegoats by Nero for the Great Fire in AD 64. The message spread like wildfire throughout the whole Empire, and were it not for the persecuting tendencies of Domitian there would probably have been a Christian emperor by the end of the first century.

We will see one step in this building wildfire in today’s message. Our text for this morning is very brief—the first four verses of Acts 8. Yet this passage forms a watershed in the story. Luke will return to it on several occasions later (Acts 8:4; 9:1; 9:31; 11:19). It is clear that he regarded the persecution and the scattering as an essential part of the history of the early church.

The Startling Persecution

Acts chapter eight begins by recording the startling persecution that transpired after Stephen’s death:

And Saul was there, giving approval to his death. On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.
We were first introduced to Saul of Tarsus at the end of chapter seven. He was at least a witness (and was perhaps more involved than that) of Stephen’s stoning. And he was no casual onlooker; he was “giving approval” of what happened to the Christian. 

The ferocious rage that spun out of control in the Sanhedrin spilled over into the streets of Jerusalem. “On that day,” Luke records, “a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem.” This is the first occurrence of the word persecution in Acts (except for the use of the verb in 7:52). As used here, it means harassing somebody in order to persuade or force him to give up his religion, or simply to attack somebody for religious reasons.
 This led to the dispersion of many Christians, which we will look at in a moment.

Some godly men, though, “buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him.” Why does Luke include this? While it was common for executed criminals to receive a proper burial in those days (remember how Jesus was buried?) the Jewish law discouraged public lamentation for them [Mishnah, Sanhedrin 6:6]. Stephen, at any rate, received the last tribute due to him from devout men who evidently disapproved of his condemnation and execution.
 The mourners were in effect mounting a public protest against the execution of Stephen, and would have been exposing themselves to considerable risk.

Saul, on the other hand, “began to destroy the church.” The Greek verb lumainō expresses “a brutal and sadistic cruelty,”
 describing a wild animal mangling its prey.
 The persecutor would later describe his actions as entering houses and synagogues (Acts 22:19) and having them imprisoned and beaten (22:19; 26:9-11). If they renounced their faith in Jesus Christ (“compelling them to blaspheme”—26:11), they were set free; if they did not recant, they could be killed (22:4—“put to the death”).
 Sounds very much like what Christians in the Middle East are facing today with ISIS.

This “Saul of Tarsus” is better known to us today as “Paul the apostle.” At this point in the story, however, he was to the Christians what Adolf Eichmann would become to the Jews of 1930s Germany—the architect of a holocaust. Driven by religious zeal, Saul determined to exterminate the followers of Jesus.

The Scattering Population

The result of this startling persecution is seen in the end of verse 1, “…all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.” The murder of Stephen and the subsequent persecution of Christians led to the scattering population of believers.

What does Luke mean by the words, “they were all scattered”? Certainly the church at Jerusalem did not disappear completely; later in Acts we read of the church in Jerusalem, notably in chapters 12 and 15, the “circumcision party” of Christians in Acts 11, and the poor Christians suffering from famine for whom Paul took up a collection from the churches he planted.
 So to what is Luke referring here?

If we read the present paragraph in its wider context, we may conclude that it was the Hellenists (or Greek-cultured Jews) in the church—the group in which Stephen had been a leader—who formed the main target of attack, and that it was they for the most part who were compelled to leave Jerusalem.
 Luke later writes in Acts 11:19-20,

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews. Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus.

Moving forward the Jerusalem church appears to have been a predominantly Hebrew body.

Luke specifically mentions that the apostles did not leave the city at this time. No blame is attached to them for staying behind. Jerusalem would still be the headquarters of the new Christian community, and they evidently saw it as their duty to remain there.
 If anything, we should commend them for their courage and devotion. After all, somebody had to remain there to care for the church.
 I am sure that their continued presence would have been an encouragement to those persecuted and put in prison.

Few people in our present culture have ever experienced religious persecution. We may endure a little mockery at school, a sarcastic slam at the office, some ruffled feathers in the neighborhood, but little more. It would be exceedingly revealing if persecution put our modern-day churches to the test. One wonders how many would quickly defect. Though the early believers fled, but they did not defect.

The Spreading Proclamation

Instead, verse four records the spreading proclamation: “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.” The word translated “scattered” (diaspeiro) literally means, “to scatter seed.” Think of a mature dandelion that looks fluffy white. I remember as a child blowing on one of those and watching the seeds (though I did not know at the time that’s what they were!) fly off in many directions. (I also did not know that doing so only produced more dandelions later on!) 

Persecution does to the church what wind does to seed: it scatters it and only produces a greater harvest. The believers in Jerusalem were God’s seed and the persecution was used of God to plant them in new soil so they could bear fruit. Some went throughout Judea and Samaria, and others went to more distant fields, as we saw.

This Greek word comes from the same root as the word for “Dispersion” or “Diaspora,” referring to the scattering of Jews in the Old Testament first by the Assyrians and later by the Babylonians. But there is a difference: the Diaspora of the Jews had not resulted in spreading Judaism to other peoples; the scattering of the Church did result in spreading the good news.
 In fact, one author notes, “The scattering of the Christians led to the most significant step forward in the mission of the church.”
 Here we see another step in the fulfillment of the commission in Acts 1:8—being witnesses “in Judea and Samaria”—not by the church’s plan, but by events beyond the believers’ control.

Those who were driven from their homes proclaimed the Word as good news as they went about from place to place. The translation “preached” may mislead us into thinking this was formal preaching in church services. The verb translated “preaching,” in Acts 8:4 is the term from which we get “evangelize.”
 This is one of two Greek terms used here. The verb kērysso, literally meaning “to herald,” is used in relation to Philip’s proclamation of Christ in verse 5, and this refers to what we think of as preaching. The verb euangelizō literally means, “to bring good news,” and it occurs five times in Acts 8.
 This includes informal sharing, much like the story of the four lepers in Samaria who discovered an abundance of food during a time of severe starvation in the city. In 2 Kings 7:9 we read, “Then they said to each other, ‘We’re not doing right. This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves. If we wait until daylight, punishment will overtake us. Let's go at once and report this to the royal palace.’” They didn’t need to preach about their discovery; they just had to tell somebody!

It is interesting that this particular movement is not attributed to any specific guidance from the Spirit, such as occurred at other crucial stages in the expansion of the church. It seems rather to have been regarded as the natural thing for wandering Christians to spread the gospel; perhaps opportunities for doing so arose naturally, as the people into whose midst they came asked them why they had left their homes.

Up to this point it was the apostles who had given the lead in evangelism, in defiance of the Sanhedrin’s ban, violence and threats; now, however, as the apostles stayed in Jerusalem, it was the rank-and-file believers who took up the evangelistic task. Not that they all became “preachers” or “missionaries” as a full-time vocation. They simply “shared the good news.” 

That is the biggest difference between the New Testament church and our own. Their responsibility of bearing witness to Jesus rested fairly and squarely upon every single member. They went everywhere spreading the good news. It was every-member ministry in those days. Evangelism was the spontaneous chattering of good news. It was engaged in naturally, continuously, easily and joyfully by Christians wherever they went. These days evangelism is sporadic (if it happens at ail), expensive, minister-dominated, and is dependent upon the skills of the resident evangelist or visiting specialist. That is exceedingly foolish. The secret of the early church’s dynamism was that they did not rely on the skills of their able minister, but they each recognized their responsibility to live and work and speak for Jesus. That is how the gospel spreads. If you want evangelism in your church, don’t hire a gifted preacher or famous evangelist. Build up the congregation for informal witness. And the church will grow.

All Christians, not just the professional pastors, are to spread the Good News. We should recall the admonition of Peter in 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” Peter wrote this to the whole church, not just to its leaders.
 Whoever you are, wherever you go, you are to (in the words of the hymn) “take the name of Jesus with you.” As I have said before, our problem is not that we aren’t bringing people to church; our problem is that we aren’t bringing people to Christ. That is what the scattered Christians did.

We may encounter difficult circumstances that force us to relocate. We may have to move from our home, from our job, even away from family and friends. Or we may have positive opportunities that open new doors to meet new people. Whatever the case, we should view these as openings to share the good news of Jesus. What the enemy may have seen as an attack against Christ can be turned to an occasion for the gospel to spread.

This brief passage reassures the reader that Saul’s campaign failed. Instead of wiping out the church, his efforts facilitated the plan of God. Stage one of God’s plan saw the arrival of the Holy Spirit and the evangelization of Jerusalem; the believers had become His witnesses. This persecution became the catalyst for stage two: “Judea and Samaria.” As the rank-and-file Christians fanned out into the surrounding region, called Judea by the Romans, and filtered into the region called Samaria, they continued to proclaim the resurrected Jesus as the Messiah.

The same can be said of other attacks of Satan (who lurks behind all persecution of the church). His attack had the opposite effect to what he intended. Instead of smothering the gospel, persecution succeeded only in spreading it. Just as in nature, “the wind increases the flame.” A modern parallel is what happened in 1949 in China when the Communists took over. Some 637 missionaries were forced to leave. It seemed a total disaster. Yet within four years 286 of them had been redeployed in southeast Asia and Japan, while the Christians in China, even under severe persecution, began to multiply and now total thirty or forty times the number they were when the missionaries left.

Certainly the murder of Stephen and the fierce persecution of Christians by Saul must have seemed to be a total disaster for the early church. Had we lived in that day we may have used the words, “senseless tragedy” or “terrible waste of life.” Yet God worked even these horrifying events to build His church. Seldom is it possible to judge the true significance of events at the time of their occurrence.
 We can see God’s work with the advantage of hindsight.

Let’s not wait for something terrible to motivate us to spread the good news of Jesus. God will use adversity if He has to; unfortunately that is required for many of us to get moving. But if we would be faithful in sharing Christ consistently, we would see people come to Christ regularly rather than rarely.

When I was a teenager I remember learning a simple chorus that seems very appropriate with this message:

It only takes a spark to get a fire going,

And soon all those around can warm up in its glowing,

That’s how it is with God’s love once you’ve experienced it,

You spread His love to everyone; you want to pass it on.

Wildfires today are destructive and terrible; if the good news of Jesus Christ could “spread like wildfire” today, we would see the church of Jesus Christ built up and many come to faith in Christ. 

Wherever you go, pass it on!
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