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January 13th, 2019 

Scripture: 

Isaiah 43: 1-7 

Acts 8: 9-25 

 

“Receiving the Holy Spirit.” 

 

One theologian summarized our passage from the book of Acts today saying 

--- “The Gospel is not magic --- nor is it for sale.” 

 

“The Gospel is not magic --- nor is it for sale.” 

 

Half borrowing from this we might also say ---  

“The Holy Spirit is not magic --- nor is it for sale.” 

 

“The Holy Spirit is not magic --- nor is it for sale.” 

 

In Acts chapter 2 the Holy Spirit descended upon those gathered at 

Jerusalem for the Jewish festival of Pentecost. 

 

What we --- as Christians ---- simply refer to as the Day of Pentecost --- and 

the coming of the Spirit in a special heightened way. 

 

And now just a few chapters later ---- after the great joy celebration of 

Pentecost ---- we have a bit of a tragedy. 

 

The church is being broken apart and beat down ----- the first believers are 

being separated and dispersed --- persecuted --- killed even. 

 

Indeed as we see just before our passage today --- at the end of Acts chapter 

7 --- Stephen has been killed --- Stephen the first martyr --- the first recorded 

person after the crucifixion of Christ to be killed for his faith in Jesus. 

 

It’s a critical time for this small band of believers ----- the first Christians.  

 

And then along comes a magician or sorcerer --- Simon ---- who seems to 

have quite the following and joins them. 

 

After having witnessed the power of the Holy Spirit thanks to the work and 

witness of Philip, Peter, and John ----- this sorcerer named Simon wants in. 
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He has seen what the Holy Spirit can do and so he approaches the apostles’ 

and offers them some money saying --- in verse 19 ---  

“Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may 

receive the Holy Spirit.” 

 

 

“Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may 

receive the Holy Spirit.” 

 

Simon thinks you can just get --- or summon the Holy Spirit on command. 

 

Backing it up a bit to the previous verse ---verse 18 --- 

 

“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.”” 

 

This is a huge event. 

 

Indeed a word was even been coined on account of this event --- “simony”. 

 

The word --- and the concept of Simony ---- the buying or selling of church 

privileges --- originates because of the behaviour of Simon in Acts chapter 8. 

 

Unlike many words in the English language ----- there is no Latin or Greek 

or French or German or Old Scots or any other root for the word “simony” --

- instead it comes from the name of a person and his behaviour as recorded 

in the Bible. 

 

A this word ---- “simony” ---- the buying or selling of church privileges --- 

plays a huge part in the Protestant Reformation that lead to the establishment 

of Presbyterian --- and other Reformed churches --- but I digress and that’s 

is the topic for another day ----- Reformation Sunday perhaps. 

 

For today ------ 

 

“The Gospel is not magic --- nor is it for sale.” 

 

“The Holy Spirit is not magic --- nor is it for sale.” 
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Simony ---- trying to buy the Holy Spirit --- trying to buy your way into 

faith won’t be tolerated by the apostles today --- and more importantly it 

doesn’t work --- it doesn’t mean anything --- it’s pointless as an approach to 

sanctification ---- maturing and growing in faith. 

 

Simply put --- it is totally incongruent with the way of Christ --- trying to 

buy faith --- or forgiveness --- or salvation ----- or the Holy Spirit. 

 

As Peter said to Simon in verse 21 ---- “You have no part or share in this 

ministry, because your heart is not right before God.” 

 

And then of course he goes on to speak about repentance and prayer --- and 

corruption of the heart. 

 

Just going through the motions ---- just performing the acts --- trying to have 

someone else do it for you --- attempting to buy the gifts of God ----- doesn’t 

cut it. 

 

Jesus himself said ---- “Not everyone who says to me Lord Lord will enter 

into the kingdom of heaven….” 

 

We have to be right before God. 

 

This sorcerer --- this magician --- Simon ---- doesn’t understand the whole 

change of heart thing. 

 

He’s all about performing something --- magic --- rites and rituals perhaps 

even ---- instead of transforming something within himself. 

 

He figures if he simply does the right things --- believes what they say --- 

gets baptized like he did in verse 13 --- than that’s good enough. 

 

He fails to realize that the Good News of Jesus Christ also signals a change 

of heart --- a complete change all the way through your entire being. 

 

“May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the 

gift of God with money.” --- Peter says to Simon in verse 20 today. 
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“May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the 

gift of God with money.” 

 

The Gospel --- the gift of the Holy Spirit --- is not a cheques and balances 

relationship --- it cannot be purchased like a quart of milk or a tank of gas --- 

it’s not for sale. 

 

It is grace ----- it is gift. 

 

And this was brought to the attention of new converts very early on in the 

life of the early Church here in Acts chapter 8. 

 

Receiving the Holy Spirit has very little to do with what we do and 

everything to do with what God is doing. 

 

Yes --- we have some prep work if you like ---- see verse 22 --- repent --- 

pray --- seek forgiveness --- cleanse our wicked hearts. 

 

But it really is all about God. 

 

As verse 22 makes clear --- when we repent ----- pray ---- and seek 

forgiveness --- then God may choose to bless us with the Holy Spirit. 

 

But it is God’s initiative --- not human acts ---- that signals the movement of 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

We can receive the Holy Spirit for sure ---- but we cannot initiate or 

summon the Holy Spirit --- that is for God and God alone.   

 

That is why it is such a blessing when we experience It --- because it is an 

act and gift of God and God alone. 

 

I feel incredibly blessed and fortunate --- not because of anything I have ever 

done but because of God. 

 

Among other things ----- the good Lord has blessed me with many great 

teachers and many exceptional mentors ---- I am extremely fortunate to have 

the people who have taken time to correct me and force me to grow and 

learn in ways that I never ever would have by self direction. 
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But at the same time still I also feel as though I received little formal 

teaching or guidance when it comes to the Holy Spirit. 

 

And I think that is often the case for North American Reformed Christians. 

 

Often when it comes to the Holy Spirit we in North American mainline 

churches are kind of like Simon and think of the Holy Spirit as a little more 

mystical or magical than it really is --- we think of those who focus on the 

Spirit as kind of out there --- almost new agey even at times --- we’re a little 

uncertain to say the least. 

 

Walter Brueggemann one of the most influential Old Testament teachers 

alive today --- and a very gifted prophetic preacher went so far as to say --- 

 

“Holy Spirit talk among us is tricky, because there are so many freakish 

suggestions." 

 

“Holy Spirit talk among us is tricky, because there are so many freakish 

suggestions." 

 

And this is from a very progressive ----- prophetic --- and highly respected 

Christian voice in North America today. 

 

That sentence for me sums up much about how the Holy Spirit has been 

approached in many in mainline Protestant circles. 

 

“…..tricky, because there are so many freakish suggestions." 

 

Thankfully that is changing.   

 

The Holy Spirit as the forgotten third person in the Trinity isn’t as prevalent 

as it once was. 

 

Indeed the same man --- Walter Brueggemann --- who said ----  

“Holy Spirit talk among us is tricky, because there are so many freakish 

suggestions." 

 

 



 6 

Thankfully -- also said ---- 

  

"Taken most simply, Holy Spirit refers to the intruding, invasive, energizing 

power from God that comes like the wind to blow us beyond ourselves, to 

take actions, to dare dreams, to run risks that in our accustomed 

powerlessness are well beyond us.” 

 

"Taken most simply, Holy Spirit refers to the intruding, invasive, energizing 

power from God that comes like the wind to blow us beyond ourselves, to 

take actions, to dare dreams, to run risks that in our accustomed 

powerlessness are well beyond us.” 

 

In other words --- the Holy Spirit comes from God ---- from outside of us ---

-- and pushes us beyond ourselves. 

 

And in true Brueggemann fashion he uses challenging words. 

 

Words like ----- intruding --- and invasive. 

 

We don’t often think of God being intruding or invasive ---- but 

Brueggemann uses these terms to describe the Holy Spirit of God --- if 

nothing else to get our attention --- and wake us up a bit. 

 

Tim Keller --- Presbyterian pastor / theologian and co-fonder of The Gospel 

Coalition ----- captures this sentiment well saying --- 

 

“What it means to become a Christian is you don’t get God coming into your 

life to meet your needs so you can reach your agenda ---- but rather ----- 

you’re drawn into His agenda. 

 

You’re not your own anymore. 

 

The reason we bring this up is --- you will never encounter the living God 

unless you’re open to his unmanageability.” 

 

That last part is crucial ---- “…you will never encounter the living God 

unless you’re open to his unmanageability.” 

 

God cannot be managed. 
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And for today with our focus on the Holy Spirit Keller’s sentiments can just 

as faithfully be read this way. 

 

 Inserting the words Holy Spirit for God ---- it reads this way ------  

 

“What it means to experience the Holy Spirit is you don’t get the Spirit of 

God coming into your life to meet your needs so you can reach your agenda 

---- but rather ----- you’re drawn into Its agenda. 

 

You’re not your own anymore. 

 

The reason we bring this up is --- you will never encounter the Holy Spirit of 

God unless you’re open to Its unmanageability.” 

Intruding ---- invasive ----- unmanageability. 

 

Agenda all its own --- not your own anymore. 

 

Those are some pretty powerful and faithful ways of describing the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

Simon in the book of Acts today ------ and remember he’s a magician --- a 

sorcerer --- he’s used to doing things that amaze people and baffle them. 

 

Simon sees the work and power of the Holy Spirit and is enamoured --- he 

wants to have it at his disposal --- in his arsenal. 

 

So he pulls out his wallet and makes an offer to the apostles’. 

 

What he fails to realize is that those who have shared it ---- have absolutely 

no power to summon or control it. 

 

What Simon fails to realize is that they cannot generate it on their own --- 

they are but the vessels through which the Spirit flows in accordance with a 

plan and timing not their own.   

 

Verses 18 and 19 from Acts 8 --- 
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“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.”” 

 

Or ----- “When Simon saw something he wanted he reached into his pocket 

and pulled out his wallet and made an attempt to buy it.” 

 

That is many people in our culture today ----- 

“When they see something they want they reach into their pocket and pull 

out their wallet and try to buy it.” 

 

But God is not for sale ----- and the Holy Spirit is not for sale. 

 

God cannot be summoned at our whims ---- the Holy Spirit does not move 

and act in accordance with our whims. 

 

You cannot push or pull the Holy Spirit ---- make it do what you want it to 

do. 

 

Acts 8 ---- verses 18 and 19 ---- remind us of this. 

 

When we try to get God to do what we want --- and we’ve all done this --- 

prayed for a particular outcome instead of simply holding something up 

before God and asking him to do whatever He wants to do with it. 

 

When we try to get God to do what we want Him to do --- we soon find out 

it just doesn’t work that way. 

 

Acts 8 verse 22 and 23 read ----  

 

“Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord in the hope that he may 

forgive you for having such a thought in your heart. For I see that you are 

full of bitterness and captive to sin.” 

 

Repent ----- pray to the Lord ---- seek forgiveness. 

 

“I’m sorry Lord please forgive me.” 

 

“I’m sorry Lord please forgive me.” 
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That’s how the apostles’ counsel Simon. 

 

This is our prayer too. 

 

“I’m sorry Lord please forgive me.” 

 

Receiving the Holy Spirit is an act of God ----- it comes at --- and from 

God’s hand. 

 

And it comes in God’s timing and for God’s reason. 

 

It is unmanageable --- as Tim Keller so rightly notes. 

 

However ---- we do know --- according to Acts 8 today we do know ------- 

that repenting ---- praying and --- seeking forgiveness --- are also intimately 

--- I would even say inseparably linked ---- to the blessing of the presence of 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

According to the book of Acts today ----- repenting --- praying --- and 

seeking forgiveness are inseparably linked to the presence of the Holy Spirit. 

 

All of a sudden Holy Spirit talk doesn’t seem --- to use Brueggemann’s 

terms ----- so tricky or freakish anymore --- now does it. 

 

I don’t think in any of the times I’ve ever been taught about the Holy Spirit -

-- that this passage has been referred to. 

 

Acts 2 for sure ---- but acts 8 I don’t think so.  

 

And yet here it is ---- full of wisdom about the Holy Spirit. 

 

Not a passage about Simon really --- not even a passage about the history of  

coining the term “simony” either ------ but a passage about the Holy Spirit. 

 

A passage that even tells us a bit about what we can do to position ourselves 

--- prepare ourselves --- open ourselves up to the possibility of the blessing 

of the Holy Spirit. 
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It’s all right there in verse 22 ----- repent ---- pray --- and seek forgiveness. 

 

Verse 22 ----  

“Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord in the hope that he may 

forgive you for having such a thought in your heart.” 

 

And notice it’s not a thought in your head --- but a thought in your heart. 

 

“…that he may forgive you for having such a thought in your heart.” 

 

That’s really for another day. 

 

But for now repentance --- change of direction --- turning away from --- 

“metanoia” ----- in the Greek --- isn’t just about a change of thinking ---- it is 

about a change of heart --- a change of direction --- turning away from ---- 

and then of course ultimately also turning towards. 

 

The Holy Spirit of God changes our hearts ---- it softens our hearts. 

 

Making them malleable to the will of God. 

 

And of course it is a beautiful thing. 

 

A very beautiful thing. 

 

Last week after the service a few of us --- 4 to be precise --- talked right here 

--- in the front about our experiences of the Holy Spirit ---- it was a blessing 

really ---- all were different and yet at the same time all were similar. 

 

One person’s experiences of the Holy Spirit --- are no doubt a bit different 

from another – time space – length ---- context and so on ----- and yet at the 

same time ------ they are all very similar as well. 

 

As the apostle Paul says in 1st Corinthians 12 verse 4 -----  

“There are different kinds of gifts --- but the same spirit distributes them. 

-----and then verse 11 --- also 1st Corinthians 12 ----- 

“All these are the work of one and the same Spirit --- and he distributes them 

to each one ---- just as he determines.” 
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Receiving the Holy Spirit is a beautiful God directed and God sustained 

experience. 

 

Receiving the Holy Spirit is receiving the unmanageable and overwhelming 

presence of God. 

 

It fills. 

 

It sustains. 

 

It guides ---- it leads. 

 

It’s overwhelming ---- and it is intensely beautiful and peaceful and settled 

and centered. 

 

And so much more. 

 

It’s a taste of heaven. 

 

And it cannot be bought or sold or borrowed or stolen. 

 

It is just as God so intends it to be. 

 

Free --- lasting ----- unmanageable ----- good --- true ---- life giving --- life 

saving --- completely overwhelming. 

 

Good --- beautiful ---- true ----- and so much more. 

 

It’s a blessing beyond words. 

 

And it is for each and every one of us. 

 

Precisely because God so loves us. 

 

That’s the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Chris for today. 

 

God loves us so much that He sends the Holy Spirit to guide sustain and 

bless us ---- overwhelm us even. 
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Our response ----- one of our responses anyway.  

 

Praise be to God for His never ending love --- grace and compassion. 

 

Praise be to God for overwhelming us with the beautiful goodness of His 

Spirit. 

 

May we seek and celebrate His presence forever. 

 

Amen.  


