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     We’re considering the person of Philip today in the 8th chapter of Acts, in particular his wilderness encounter with the Ethiopian official. Now a little background first - we read in the early part of chapter 8 that before anything else Philip was an evangelist, which means he was called by the Spirit to share the good news of the gospel near and far with those he encountered as the Spirit led. After some persecution in Jerusalem, he was sent by the Spirit to Samaria to proclaim the gospel, and so he went--and as far as we know, he talked about Jesus on the street corner, he talked about Jesus in the marketplace, he talked about Jesus during festivals and at dinner parties.  The Spirit was alive in him as this gospel was changing his life, and no matter what, he was going to point others to this man Jesus. He probably even talked about Jesus when it wasn’t very polite to do so. 

     Now I love psychology, and so I wonder how Philip felt about this work.  Alas; the Bible isn’t much concerned about people’s inner states, so we don’t know if Philip was uncomfortable when he talked about Jesus to others, we don’t know if he felt awkward, we don’t know if he had rejection anxiety from a traumatic childhood experience, we don’t know if he was an extrovert or an introvert, a Meyers-Briggs ENFP or what not. All we know is that the Spirit said “Go,” and because Jesus was at the center of his life, Philip went, and the gospel of Jesus Christ was proclaimed and believers were added and this fledgling movement spread, and two thousand years later, thousands of miles away, we are here as a result. Now what does Philip’s ministry have to do with us? Is this interesting solely from a historical point of view, aiding our understanding of how the early church spread? If so we can thank heavens the Spirit called Philip to a life like that and not us….whew! Because Philip was called to go to a potentially hostile land and have impolite conversations with people about things like salvation and sin and following a crucified carpenter from nowheresville Galilee. If Scripture is only history we are off the hook from doing that kind of thing ourselves, right? But there is another way to read Scripture, which is to read it as the living, breathing Word of God to the church. And if we are to read it that way, if we read Scripture as the Word of God to us, we have to grapple with this: maybe we are all called to be Philips. Maybe the call and ministry of Philip is actually normative of a Christian disciple and not an exception reserved for a select few.  Maybe if we were to listen for the Spirit’s “Go’ in our own lives it would mean some potentially awkward, and by our culture’s standards impolite, conversations on the golf course or in the office, in yoga class or on the treadmill, at school or with the neighbor, during shopping trips to Short Pump or out on the fishing boat. If we read Scripture as God’s living Word to us we might find that we are all called to be Philips, we are all called by the Spirit to ‘go’ to places and people who do not know the love of God in Jesus Christ and proclaim it with our words and deeds. We know this because Jesus tells us in Matthew 5 that we are the light of the world and it doesn’t make much sense to put a lit lamp under a bushel basket, does it? He says ‘let your light shine before others’ and this is what Philip was doing and this is what we must do too if we are to be obedient to Jesus. 

     And so now, with this in mind, we come to Philip’s encounter with the Ethiopian in chapter 8.  Philip, we read, after his remarkable acts in Samaria, is simply told by an angel to get up and go toward the south. He is to travel a wilderness road. Now not too many of us hear angels. Not too many of us would get up and go some place if we thought we did, either. But maybe what is even more jarring to us than angel imperatives is the sheer abruptness of it all. The angel just tells Philip to ‘Go’, without spelling out the game plan, without explanation or agenda. There’s a radical sort of spontaneity here, not radical from the perspective of Scripture but radical to most of us Presbyterians who often cast a suspicious eye on spontaneity. I can just imagine our response to this angel’s summons: ‘You mean we’re supposed to act on something before having all the details, before executing a thorough cost-benefit analysis, before running it through a steering committee and task force and issuing a comprehensive mission study? True, we’re not used to the voices of angels, and we’re likely thrown off by immediate obedience to inscrutable divine commands and the disorder of it all, but isn’t it true at the very least that we do know what it's like to find ourselves on a wilderness road--to find ourselves in new and uncharted places, to feel insecure and unsure of the direction we are to go, to wonder what's in store for us next? I think we can connect with Philip on that level. 

     So Philip obeys, but I’m going to take an interpretive leap and bet that this command must have been hard to swallow. Remember, he had just been part of the Christian movement’s first real missionary success in Samaria. I’m betting he was so juiced up that he couldn’t wait for his next preaching assignment, and so he sees the angel of the Lord approaching to bear a message and I’m sure he thought he was about to hear the angel say: “Philip, your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to continue north and tackle the biggest urban challenge yet…wait for it… evangelize the city of Caesaria…”  But you know what that angel said instead? “The wilderness road. Jerusalem to Gaza. Desert. Go.” 

I bet Philip was so stunned, you could have knocked him over. Of course, he know that he was a deacon, a peaceful type, so I doubt he argued much, except perhaps to ask politely if there hadn’t been some mistake, and hadn’t the angel read the report about the conversions in Samaria, don’t you think Philip could really contribute more, make better use of his gifts, if the angel sent him to a major metropolitan area where there might actually be some people to listen to him…etc. etc.

     But no: the angel is firm. The wilderness road. Jerusalem to Gaza. Go. No one really talks about it, but for an up-and-coming missionary like Philip, those words had to be a blow: disappointing, sure, and even downright insulting. Because your efforts in that city were so successful, Philip, we are assigning you to a deserted stretch of road without a single village! What a waste of talent. The opposite of what he would expect or choose on his own—which is our cue, by the way, to immediately suspect that God is involved. In the Bible, God is always behind the seemingly insane ideas.

     And so Philip, responding to the angel's bidding, pride perhaps wounded, comes upon an Ethiopian eunuch who happens to be the treasurer of the royal court. We read that the Ethiopian had come to Jerusalem to worship, and now he's returning home, spending his travel time reading the prophet Isaiah. The Spirit of God tells Philip to go up to the Ethiopian’s chariot and climb in. Now for a 21st century American reader, I think ‘random’ is the best word that comes to mind when encountering this part of the text. We don’t know many Ethiopians, we know even fewer eunuchs, the Old Testament prophets rarely beat out Dan Brown for our travel reading, and itinerants climbing into your vehicle uninvited is a 911 call and five years of night terrors. For the early hearers of the book of Acts however, I think ‘shock’ would be more apt. To see what Philip would do here would be riveting, because you see there’s a lot going on here beneath the surface. You see, Philip has no business climbing in that chariot. He is not part of the ancient world’s upper crust, he is essentially a vagrant, no political connections, no wealth, no land, dirty and tattered clothes, matted hair, shredded sandals, the very epitome of a nobody. In fact, he was a lot like Jesus. The Ethiopian is the complete opposite—as treasurer of the royal court he is exceptionally powerful, put-together and rich – he has fine clothes and a chariot and servants and a scroll, in Ethiopia he was obviously a big deal. It would take some serious guts for Philip to share Jesus with him. But yet there’s an even more central reason that Philip has no business climbing in that chariot. This Ethiopian was a eunuch, a castrated male, which means that in the eyes of Jewish law, he was nothing more than a mutilated outcast, forbidden to even enter the temple. No Jew was allowed to talk with him, or have a meal with him, or even touch him, no matter how finely adorned and rich and powerful he was, not even if he was reading from the Jewish Scriptures. Flabbergasted is the word that comes to mind when I think of Philip’s likely reaction to the Spirit prompting him to climb up in the chariot with the Ethiopian eunuch. I’m going to suggest for us this morning that if we’re not flabbergasted every now and then by what the Holy Spirit is calling us to do, we might need to make sure our spiritual gutters are unclogged and that we are open and listening and attentive to the Spirit’s prompting in our lives. Because we see in Scripture over and over again that the adventure of life in the Spirit as we follow Jesus involves a fair amount of flabbergastification. I made that word up, but you know what I’m getting at.  As far back as Abraham we find flabbergastification at the unexpected call of God to “Go”. Moses was flabbergasted at his task, so was Jeremiah. Jonah was so flabbergasted at what God was calling him to do that he bolted, and we know what happened there. God doesn’t always call you and me to the easy places, to the uncomplicated places, to the expected places. In fact, if that’s where we always find ourselves we can be assured that even though we might be following a call on our lives it is most likely not God’s call.  

     So, Spirit-led and flabbergasted, Philip catches up to the Ethiopian’s chariot and runs alongside it and sees him reading from Isaiah and asks him if he understands what he is reading, and the Ethiopian responds by asking an amazing question:  "How can I understand unless someone guides me?" How can I understand unless someone guides me?” The early church knew and we know that we do not come to faith alone. We learn from others and we pass on what we know to the next generation. Apprenticeship has always been an important component of the Christian faith. This year we centered our Confirmation program on the apprenticeship model, as we invited our 8th graders into relationships with adult members of mature faith who have been living with Jesus for decades and who were willing to let a 14 year old ‘look over their shoulders’ and see what living the gospel is all about. In fact, the apprenticeship model is to be our target whether we are 14 or 45 or 85. In every season of life we need to be both guides to others and guided by others. In every season of life we need to be Philips for some, and to have some who are Philips to us. If I am seeking to be a Philip to the adolescents in this community, to guide them into understanding and maturity in Christ, I need to have Philips sitting alongside me, pouring wisdom into my life and guiding me into deeper faith and communion with Christ. The call and ministry of Philip, if we read this text as the Word of God to us, nudges us to ask ourselves: How are we a Philip in someone else’s faith journey? And who is our Philip? 

     We read that the Ethiopian invites Philip into the chariot with him, and we find that the Isaiah passage he was reading was this:

As a sheep led to slaughter, and quiet as a lamb being sheared, He was silent, saying nothing. He was mocked and put down, never got a fair trial. But who now can count his kin since he’s been taken from the earth?”

After reading this the Ethiopian asks, “tell me, who is the prophet talking about? Himself or some other?” And here Scripture tells us that Philip grabbed his chance. Using this passage as his text, he preached Jesus to him. It doesn’t tell us precisely what he says, but I think it at some point it probably went something like this: This man Jesus of whom Isaiah speaks was rejected, he was an outcast, my people thought we had him pegged – he was a blasphemer, a rebel, a lawbreaker, a nobody from Galilee, not one of us. But that Easter morning when the tomb was empty we knew we had him all wrong. And now we know that we had you all wrong too. You were excluded and despised as an Ethiopian and as a eunuch – but now because of Jesus we know that the things we thought mattered don’t matter anymore. Because of Jesus you can know that you too are God’s child, God’s beloved, that you are known by God and accepted by God and even chosen by God, that you are adopted into the community of faith, that you belong to the people of God.  

     And so as they ride together in the chariot along the wilderness road, these two men, just strangers moments before, now sharing a holy and intimate moment of communion in God’s Word, it’s not hard to imagine that two deep conversions are taking place. Yes, you have the eunuch awakening to the love of God in Jesus Christ accessible and available to him for the first time. This awakening is so overwhelming and overpowering that he scans the wilderness looking for the first sign of water so he can be baptized.  If baptism means union with this Jesus and new life in this Jesus and adoption into the family of faith that follows this Jesus, marked and claimed by God, then what are we waiting for? I am ready he says. And so we have that conversion, first of all. But may I suggest that perhaps another type of conversion was taking place within the heart and mind of Philip himself? Out on that wilderness road, where he never expected to be sent in the first place, inside the chariot with this man who was craving the life-giving words of the gospel, God was leading Philip to experience the ever-widening scope of God’s love and inclusion that broke down all the old walls and crossed all the old boundaries. “Yes, Philip” the Spirit was saying, “climb into that chariot”. You have a lot to learn about just how deep and how wide is the grace and truth of Jesus Christ and when you raise his head in the waters of baptism and call him ‘brother’ you will see that this gospel really is good news for every man and woman and child to the ends of the earth.

You see, until his encounter with the Ethiopian official on the wilderness road, Philip wasn’t quite ready for the big leagues yet. He had to experience the love and acceptance of God extended to the outcast, to the one he would least expect. And once he experienced it, he would never be the same, and neither would the early church that looked to Philip for leadership. Who is that person in your life? Who is the Ethiopian in your life? The person who if you heard the Spirit whisper “Go’ and walk alongside and share the love of Jesus with them you might shudder and you might cringe you might feel your body tighten and you might say “Surely, God, you can’t mean that person. I am absolutely not up for it”?  And so we see in the last analysis then that it is our conversion that is intended as we read this text, our conversion into a people who are open to the gospel transforming our lives and relationships in ever-deepening ways, into a people who are willing to follow the Spirit’s call to the people and places we would never seek out on our own. Whether it’s today, this week, or this summer, a time will come for each of us when we will be called upon to climb into someone’s chariot, to speak into someone’s life with the gospel that has been gifted to us. Will we climb in? 

Let us pray. 

