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Here’s how today’s reading begins: Then an angel of the Lord said to Philip,
‘Get up and go towards the south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem
to Gaza.’ (This is a wilderness road.) So he got up and went.

OK. Which Philip are we talking about here?

Just hearing this out of the blue, we’d assume it’s Philip, the disciple of Jesus,
One of the twelve, who is named in Matthew, Mark, and Luke,

And from whom we hear in John, who asks, ‘Lord, show us the Father’.
However, in Acts we are evidently dealing with a different Philip.

Back in chapter 6 there’s a description of ethnic conflict in the early church,
Centred on how the widows in the community are cared for.

The Apostles propose to set aside seven men of good standing to serve.

This is what the text then says about the Apostles’ plan: What they said pleased
the whole community, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and the
Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and
Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. Acts 6:5

We no doubt remember Stephen, the first martyr of the early church.

But this Philip, when the church is persecuted in Jerusalem,

Goes to Samaria, and there he proclaims the gospel.

This is what the book of Acts says in today’s chapter: When [the Samaritans]
believed Philip, who was proclaiming the good news about the kingdom of
God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.
Acts 8:12

The text specifies both men and women,

Making it clear, if it wasn’t already, that the gospel is for all people,

Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female.

We’ll come back to this point.

Again, our text today begins, The angel of the Lord said to Philip...

Three times in today’s reading we hear of Philip being directed by God,
Through an angel, or by the Spirit.

It doesn’t say how this happens, or what the inner experience was like.

But it is clear that it is God who is in control of the mission of the church,
And it’s worth paying attention to where and to whom the Spirit leads Philip.

Here’s how the reading goes on: Now there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court
official of the Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, in charge of her entire
treasury.



We don’t use the word ‘eunuch’ much in modern spoken English.

Simply put, a eunuch is a castrated male human being.

In the ancient world, and not only in the near East,

It was not uncommon for royal courts to have eunuchs in trusted positions.
My understanding is that the basic reason for this

Is that eunuchs, even though they understood the machinations of power,
And would be well able to run the government of a nation,

Would not be able to found their own dynasty,

Therefore, they could not be lasting rivals in power.

Now sometimes the word ‘eunuch’

Could mean a court official generally speaking.

But it seems likely that the eunuch in today’s reading
That we are dealing with the genuine article.

Now we know that baptism is for males and females.
But what about this fellow? Is he included?
Can he be part of God’s family through holy baptism?

We also learn that this fellow is Ethiopian,
That is, from one of the nations south of Egypt.
He probably looked quite different from Philip.
Is baptism for people of different ethnicities?

The text goes on to give us some more detail: [The eunuch] had come to
Jerusalem to worship and was returning home; seated in his chariot, he was
reading the prophet Isaiah. Then the Spirit said to Philip, ‘Go over to this
chariot and join it.” So Philip ran up to it and heard him reading the prophet
Isaiah.
Which book is he reading from? Isaiah.
We are about to hear that he’s reading from Isaiah 53.
But very near this section, as the scroll is unwound a little further,
These words are written, have a listen:
Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say,

‘The LorDp will surely separate me from his people’;
and do not let the eunuch say,

‘I am just a dry tree.’
For thus says the LORD:
To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths,



who choose the things that please me
and hold fast my covenant,
| will give, in my house and within my walls,
a monument and a name
better than sons and daughters;
| will give them an everlasting name
that shall not be cut off.
That’s Isaiah 56.
These are great words of hope for someone who seems to have a limited future,
At least in terms of this world.
But God sent Philip to this man, to this Ethiopian eunuch:
It was the Spirit who said to Philip to go over to the chariot and to join it.

Then we hear these words: [Philip] asked, ‘Do you understand what you are
reading?’ He replied, ‘How can I, unless someone guides me?’ And he invited
Philip to get in and sit beside him.

Maybe you’re asking:

How Philip could have known what the eunuch was reading?

Well, in the ancient world, people read out loud.

Silent reading is a relatively modern custom,

In cultures where literacy is widespread.

Philip hears what the eunuch is reading...

Now the passage of the scripture that he was reading was this:
‘Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter,
and like a lamb silent before its shearer,
so he does not open his mouth.
In his humiliation justice was denied him.
Who can describe his generation?
For his life is taken away from the earth.’
The eunuch asked Philip, ‘About whom, may | ask you, does the prophet say
this, about himself or about someone else?’

As Christian people we hear words like this from Isaiah,

And we understand that they are words about Christ:

About his suffering and death for our sins and the sins of the world.
But let’s say we heard these words from Isaiah cold, so to speak,
What would we make of them?

The eunuch in humility knew that he needed help in understanding,



And | have a hunch that he would have recognised Philip as a Jew,

As someone who, culturally, ethnically, and religiously,

Would have been in a privileged position to understand Isaiah.

But what Philip goes on to say

Is not about his own ethnic or economic or gender identity,

But about Christ: Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture,
he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus.

Back in the book of Luke we hear that Jesus, in his resurrection.
Opened the minds of his disciples to understand the Scriptures,

To understand that what we call the Old Testament,

Is at the deepest level about him, about Jesus.

This is what is happening here: Philip is expounding the Old Testament
As being centrally about Jesus, about who he is and what he did.

But what happens next is perhaps surprising: As they were going along the
road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is water!
What is to prevent me from being baptized?’

Evidently Philip, in proclaiming the gospel,

Had the gift of baptism at the centre of his proclamation.

This is good for us to hear,

Because on the face of it baptism looks so insignificant.

What is it? A simple washing with water in the name of the Triune God.
And yet from the day of Pentecost onwards,

This gift has been and is the way that God adopts people as his children,
That he welcomes them into him kingdom,

That, to quote Isaiah, he gives an everlasting name that will not be cut off.

Philip does not stand in the way of God’s work: [The Ethiopian eunuch]
commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and the eunuch,
went down into the water, and Philip baptized him.

Baptism is for all people, for males and females,

And, yes, for this Ethiopian eunuch.

It was God who sent Philip to him, to proclaim the gospel to him.

| was God who sent Philip to him to wash him with water in God’s name,
To bring him into the household of God,

Where his future would be secured.

This was all the result of God’s mission,

His mission of bringing the Gospel to the ends of the earth.



Here’s how today’s reading wraps up: When they came up out of the water,
the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no more, and
went on his way rejoicing. But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he was
passing through the region, he proclaimed the good news to all the towns
until he came to Caesarea.

Again, we don’t know exactly what this experience of been snatched away

Was like: the text does not give us details.

But we know that the Ethiopian eunuch went on his way, back to his vocation,
With joy, and the Philip continued in his vocation of proclaiming the gospel.

God’s mission to us is ongoing, even to this day.
Here at Bethlehem today little Louis is baptised in God’s name,
And is joined with us as a brother in the household of God.

We here are one part of that great congregation that God is gathering,
With people from all backgrounds,

People in many ways different from us.

But the bond that we have in together receiving the gift of forgiveness

In Jesus name,

Is a bond of the Holy Spirit that gives us joy,

As we live out our responsibilities and duties

With the abilities that God has given us,

In the places that God has put us,

Even with the deficiencies that we may have from a worldly point of view.

Since God’s mission is to save people from all backgrounds,
Let’s live faithfully in his mission,

And rejoice in the salvation that he brings.

In Jesus’ name. Amen.



