Sunday, August 31, 2014 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Highlights in Acts: Lessons in evangelism by how the Holy Spirit led Philip

Acts 8:26–40

Acts 8:26 & 29 (NIV84) 26 Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” - 29 The Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” 

-----------

We bring our summer sermon series in the first eight chapters of Acts to a close this morning. You may recall that Philip was chosen from among godly and Holy Spirit-led men for the purpose of waiting on tables so that the Grecian widows would no longer be neglected in the daily ministry of the church. But, suddenly, as we will see in Acts 8, our text for today, he is in the role of an evangelist, speaking truth to people of influence in places beyond Jerusalem, even into Africa. 

Since I am doing highlights from each chapter, the focus of this sermon will be on the latter half of chapter 8 and the interaction between Philip and the Ethiopian man. 

What we see here in chapter 8 is the extension of Christianity outside the borders of Jerusalem. With the growth and expansion of Christianity within Jerusalem there came significant resistance to the gospel, including in particular, persecution against the people transformed by the gospel. It seems somewhat paradoxical, does it not, that as soon as the first Christians in Jerusalem put some order to their rapidly growing church, it seems that that order got blown apart by hostile persecution set on fire by the killing of Stephen.
We do, however, need to keep in mind that Jesus had commissioned His disciples to not only be witnesses in Jerusalem, but also to take the gospel message into all Judea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). And from what we read in the five verses of chapter 8, it appears that God assisted these Christians in getting the gospel message out of Jerusalem by allowing them to be pointedly prodded to leave Jerusalem.
Acts 8:1–5 (NIV84) 1 And Saul was there, giving approval to his (Stephen’s) 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. 2 Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. 3 But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison. 
4 Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went. 5 Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Christ there. 

Clearly, these verses say that it was persecution that scattered these young believers into the near and far off communities surrounding Jerusalem. Although we know that Stephen and Philip were responsive to the work of the Holy Spirit, and, that according to verse 4, “those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went,” it appears that persecution was the primary instigator to get the masses of Christian believers, were talking thousands of them, to leave the comforts of a growing church family in order that Christianity might become a worldwide movement.
The initial stay-and-wait command of Jesus for His disciples to receive the Holy Spirit was intended to transpose into a get-equipped-and-go command of Jesus once they had received the Holy Spirit and been taught by the Apostles. It appears that two years or so was an adequate amount of time to equip these new believers as missionaries.
John Polhill notes that “Luke’s word for their dispersal (diaspeirō) comes from the Greek word for ‘seed.’ (NIV84 translates diaspeirō as “scattered” in Acts 8:1 and 8:4.) They were scattered like one scatters seed. But scattered seeds grow, and the irony is that the persecution and scattering of the Christians only led to their further increase.97” 

Let’s not forget how this fits into our Lord’s commission that continues to echo down through the centuries to our ears and our hearts. Acts 1:8 (NIV84) 8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

Acts chapter 8 speaks of the gospel moving out into Judea, into Samaria and into the continent of Africa; it’s a fulfilling of Christ’s commission.
Today we look at the conversion story of the Ethiopian eunuch. His is a unique story of how he came to welcome the gospel message of Jesus Christ through the obedience and witness of Philip. 
In Henry Blackaby’s book, Experiencing God, he guides his readers in experiencing the adventure of obeying God. One of his most urgent challenges to his readers is to find out what God is doing and join Him in it. Rather than asking God to join us, to join our side and to pay attention to what we are doing, God is inviting us to participate with Him in what He is doing.

And the story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch is a prime example of this perspective. For Philip, it starts with being a person fully surrendered to the Lord. For the Ethiopian, it starts with his being identified as a eunuch, literally indicating that he sleeps alone in bed, suggesting that he is likened to a person who chooses to be celibate, who lives his life without the distraction or obligation of a wife and thus able to be highly focused in his vocation.
Now before we look at the text for this morning, I would like us to back up a bit and review what we know about Philip. What prepared Philip to be a man, to be a person, whom God could use however He wanted? What prepared him to do that?
You recall in Acts chapter 6 we read about the problem of the Grecian Jewish widows being overlooked in the daily ministry, likely a ministry of distributing food. The solution was to find seven men who would oversee this ministry so as not to further burden the apostles and prevent them from devoting themselves to prayer and the study and teaching of the word of God.

In Acts 6:3, Peter gives the foundational qualifications for serving in this ministry. He says, . . . Acts 6:3 (NIV84) 3 Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. 

Of the seven men listed, Philip was listed second, right after Stephen. All seven who were chosen for this ministry of serving were known to be full of the Spirit and known to be full of wisdom. Those who knew Philip could tells stories that would verify their claim that Philip was surrendered to the Lord and he was attentive to the Lord’s desires as directed by the Holy Spirit and the word of God. Philip was qualified and ready to serve the Lord.
We don’t hear of Philip again until chapter 21 when Paul is making his way to Jerusalem. Among several of his stops, he arrives in Caesarea and is a guest in Philip’s home. Acts 21:8-9 (NIV84) 8 Leaving the next day, we reached Caesarea and stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, one of the Seven. 9 He had four unmarried daughters who prophesied. 

Though Philip had risen to prominence by being chosen to serve at the tables for widows or to serve as an overseer of the serving crew, he most notably now carries the title of evangelist. Interestingly, we never see him carry the title of deacon, which would have been a logical title since he was one of the Seven. From what we read in chapter 21, we get the sense that he settled down in Caesarea, married and raised a family and had a ministry of being an evangelist. And he obviously raised his children to be sensitive and alert to God’s heart and Spirit, as they are identified as daughters who prophesied.
Now that’s the kind of person God was looking for when He needed someone to participate in fulfilling one of His promises. God most often uses people to do His work in the lives of others. So, take a promise like the one we find in Jeremiah 29:13 (NIV84) 13 You will seek Me and find Me when you seek Me with all your heart. That’s a promise God made. And He chooses a man or a woman, or a team of them, like a family or church family, or some combination of persons, to participate in the fulfillment of that promise. When God sees someone who is seeking to find Him, He often uses another person who is alert, sensitive, surrendered and responsive to His voice who will go and be His messenger to that genuine seeker.
Philip was just such a person. He had already courageously crossed a cultural barrier by taking the gospel to the Samaritans when he was pushed out of Jerusalem because of severe persecution. And because of his faithfulness to God in this, I believe God had confidence that Philip would obey Him again on this next assignment, which would have him crossing yet another cultural barrier, and more importantly, bringing the Gospel to a man whose heart was ready.

With Philip ready at a moment’s notice to respond to His Lord’s command, God honored that alertness and gave him an exciting assignment.

As we look at our text, let’s first look for evidence that this Ethiopian eunuch was a genuine seeker of God.
Acts 8:27-28 (NIV84) 27 . . . on his way he (Philip) met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. This man had gone to Jerusalem to worship, 28 and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah the prophet.
We could speculate as to why this Ethiopian man had made the long journey from Ethiopia to Jerusalem, but the text tells us that his primary purpose in going to Jerusalem was to worship. Now, that’s a long commute just to go to a place to worship. It’s a journey of about 2000 miles by chariot. I estimate that the trip is essentially two weeks of travel one way, minimum. So, just in travel time alone, this Ethiopian likely consumed a minimum of one month in order to worship in Jerusalem.

The text doesn’t tell us how long he stayed in Jerusalem. It also doesn’t tell us if he met any Christians while he was there. Was he among those who left Jerusalem because of the persecution? The text doesn’t even tell us if he witnessed the persecution of Christians or if he had had conversations with members of the Sanhedrin. There’s a lot we don’t know, like, where did he get that copy of the Isaiah scroll? Have you ever thought about that? Did he buy it? Was there a Christian book store in Jerusalem? How many Isaiah scrolls were even available? Was it given to him because of his connection to royalty? Did he have one of his own servants transcribe a copy? Would that have even been permitted by the Jewish leadership? Would it not have required an approved scribe to do the transcription?
Whether he asked for the scroll or if it were given to him as a gift, or even if he purchased it, I think it’s safe to say that the Ethiopian was very interested in what Isaiah was saying. We know from what verses 32 and following tell us that he was reading in chapter 53 when Philip engaged him in conversation. Could we then say that the Ethiopian had already read the first 52 chapters of Isaiah? I think that’s a reasonable assumption. Now, it’s hard enough to read in a car on a smooth road; try reading while riding in a chariot. This all suggests to me that this Ethiopian was indeed very interested in what Isaiah was saying.
Doesn’t all of this make you wonder what was stirring within this man’s soul, first to make that long trip to Jerusalem and then to be caught up in reading the scroll of Isaiah on his return trip to Ethiopia? This story very strongly sets us up to understand that this Ethiopian man had a seeking heart. He was seeking after God. He was longing to know God and God was answering the cry of his heart.

So, we have Philip, a man of God, alert and responsive to the promptings and direct commands of the Holy Spirit. And, we have the Ethiopian eunuch, a genuine seeker of God, trying to understand what the Holy Scripture was saying. We have these two men. And God is going to sovereignly bring them together.
Notice, the obedient Philip practices the God-ordained strategy of being in the way. That is an evangelistic strategy; being in the way. And it’s often a very effective strategy for doing evangelism. It involves being in the pathway of seekers to give believers the opportunity to connect with seekers. It’s pretty hard to share the gospel with sinners without relationally connecting with sinners.
When our children were in the Kent public schools a door was open to Joyce and me to make connections with people that we otherwise would have had no reason to get to know. We put ourselves in the pathway of these folks to create opportunities for friendships to grow. Though our youngest children have been out of high school for over 12 years now, we continue to cultivate some of those relationships. We still will attend occasional school events in order to place myself in the pathway of folks who just may be prepared by the Lord to hear a witness of the gospel.

Just one example. Would I have ever met Craig Dougherty if I had not been “in the way” while standing on the sidelines watching our boys play football at Meridian Jr. High twenty years ago? Our friendship today is the fruit of the ministry of “being in the way” as God sovereignly orchestrated the crossing of our pathways.
Over the past few years, we have had good reason to make more friends by getting in the way of our next door neighbors. We keep asking the Lord for opportunities to be in the way at the right time so we can obey Him when He asks us to speak up or to serve our neighbors in His name.
Philip was instructed by the Lord through an angel to go, get in the way of some unknown person who was on the road that goes from Jerusalem to Gaza. “Philip, go, get in the way of someone I want you to meet.”
26 Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.”
Philip didn’t know who he’d run into. He didn’t know. The text doesn’t even indicate a reason for Philip to go. “Just get up and go.” It’s a little bit like going on a planned treasure hunt that starts with a clue and when you figure out what the clue means you get the next clue. And it goes on from there until the treasure is found. God gave Philip just enough information, just enough of a clue, so he could take action. When his obedience was complete, the next clue was revealed to him.

27 So he started out, and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, . . . 

The next clue came by way of the Spirit speaking to Philip.

29 The Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” 

This is classic “in the way evangelism.”

Friends, we have been commissioned by our Savior to go into all the world and preach the gospel. Let me ask you, if in the course of a month’s time you are not engaging in any meaningful way with people who are not yet believers, I want to urge you to ask the Lord to give you a vision of where you can go to be “in the way.” If thirty days pass and you haven’t engaged in any meaningful way with an unbeliever as a servant of God, please, please, ask the Lord, pray to the Lord, to give you a vision of where you are go to be “in the way” to meet and get to know some unbelievers who are being prepared by Him to hear God’s message of hope and life and freedom.
Now, some of you are in just the opposite situation. You are surrounded by unbelievers, possibly feeling overwhelmed by unbelievers with little if any support for your walk with Christ. We all need a balance between being supported and encouraged in our walk with Christ and being challenged to connect with the unbelieving world that surrounds us so we can effectively function as salt and light in the world.

So, Philip obeys the next “clue” and hears a most unusual thing. Philip may have even been shocked by what he heard. He hears the man in the chariot reading out loud from the book of Isaiah. For openers, how unusual would it be for Philip to see an Ethiopian on the road? And then to hear an Ethiopian reading a Hebrew book. I think it must have been startling. Now, I read that as an obvious prompting from God’s Spirit. The table is set. The question needs to be asked.

30 Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. “Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked. 

Now, as I indicated earlier, there’s a lot about this Ethiopian that we don’t know. But, can I be so bold to say that we don’t have to know all that’s gone on in a person’s life that has prepared him or her to be receptive to the gospel. We don’t know how he came to be this receptive. But, if we hear God tell us to go and make a connection with a person and the door opens to share the gospel, that is what’s most important to know and to act on.

And God set it all up for Philip. He had prepared the Ethiopian for this timely moment. The pieces were fitting into place after weeks, if not months and years of orchestrating by the Lord. This was a divine appointment to bring the gospel, not just to an Ethiopian, not just to one, but to the nation of Ethiopia.

So the man responds to Philip’s question -- 31 “How can I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to me?” So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. 

Only God could have set this up. Philip was just a servant. No, not just a servant, but an alert and responsive servant who obeyed his master’s instructions, even without knowing why. And now he is invited by this Ethiopian to explain the gospel story to him.

Notice the timeliness of all of this. When Philip connects with the Ethiopian, he just happens to be reading from Isaiah 53, verses 7 & 8. Now, was that coincidence? Or, was that the sovereign timing of our Lord, bringing the pieces together so this genuine seeker would find the true God that he had desired to worship?

32 The eunuch was reading this passage of Scripture: 

“He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb before the shearer is silent, so He did not open His mouth. 

33 In His humiliation He was deprived of justice. Who can speak of His descendants? For His life was taken from the earth.” 

34 The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?” 35 Then Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus. 

You can preach Jesus from the Old Testament. Right there from Isaiah 53, Philip explains the good news to the Ethiopian that Jesus, the righteous sufferer, crucified and risen again, has won the victory over sin and death, and repentance and forgiveness of sins are now available in His name. 

This was the news the Ethiopian was looking for. This was the worship he desired when he set out for Jerusalem. This was the fulfillment of his heart’s longing. He had genuinely sought the Lord and God kept His promise that he would find Him!
It’s highly probable that as Philip taught the salvation story to this man that it included the story and meaning of baptism. Thus, when he spotted water near the road, the Ethiopian asked why he couldn’t be baptized right then.

36 As they traveled along the road, they came to some water and the eunuch said, “Look, here is water. Why shouldn’t I be baptized?” 38 And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptized him. 39 When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing. 40 Philip, however, appeared at Azotus and traveled about, preaching the gospel in all the towns until he reached Caesarea. 

The puzzle was complete. A genuine seeker, the Ethiopian, had found His Lord and Savior. God had orchestrated the coming together of the pieces. Only God knew what the pieces were and only God could direct the circumstances.

Just think of the wonderful things that can happen when genuine seekers meet obedient followers of Jesus Christ. That’s the story today. There are genuine seekers not very far from you. As an obedient follower of Jesus Christ, He wants to connect the two of you. And wonderful things can result. When followers of Jesus are alert and responsive to the Holy Spirit’s leading, they’re engaging in high level adventure that will reap powerfully good results for the kingdom of God.

Though I said the puzzle was complete, that would be in reference to the conversion of the Ethiopian. But his conversion was a significant piece of yet another puzzle, the evangelization of Ethiopia and the fulfillment of Acts 1:8 to be witnesses to the ends of the earth.

Christian tradition tells us that the eunuch became a missionary to Ethiopia and his first convert was Queen Candice. And, years later, when the first missionaries arrived in Ethiopia, they found a thriving church that had been started by this eunuch. And the story goes on.

So, what’s the message for us today?

Are we willing to be given an assignment like God gave Philip? Are we creating moments in our day when we listen to God speak? Are we setting before our mind and heart God’s word to let the Holy Spirit encourage and instruct us and even command us, “get up and go”?

God still has surprises for us in the adventure He desires for us. May we be willing to step into that adventure recognizing the risk and yet trusting our Lord with the outcomes.

May the Lord give His messengers joy in having participated with Triune God by sharing the gospel story as genuine seekers of God receive their salvation.
Amen.

97 The term διασπείρω also lies behind the designation “Diaspora” for the Jewish dispersion. With the persecution the Christian “diaspora” began, and with Paul it spread throughout the Jewish Diaspora. See C. H. Giblin, “A Prophetic Vision of History and Things (Acts 6:8–8:3),” TBT 63 (1972): 994–1001.
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