PAGE  
7
“An ‘Ends of the Earth’ Preview”      Text – Acts 8:26-40       OT Readings – Psalm 87; Isaiah 56:1-9 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
As we have already noted numerous times, Acts 1:8 provides us with the theme and shape of the Book of Acts.  
The gospel will go to Jerusalem then Samaria and Judea and then to the ends of the earth.  
And we are currently in the second section – ch’s 8-12 – the Samaria and Judea section.  
Here in the Ethiopian Eunuch story, however, we have a mixing of the last two sections.  
It takes place in Judea.  It is not part of the main expansion of the gospel into Gentile lands that takes place via the missionary endeavours of Paul.  However, it involves an Ethiopian Gentile.  
And the historians of this time tell us that Ethiopia was viewed then as the ends of the earth.  
What this tells us then is that Luke is giving us a little snapshot of the far greater that will soon happen.  
And in terms of God’s plan of salvation, this is a momentous and extraordinarily important event.

We see this in a point that I have already shared with you in the past but do so again because I find it one of those compelling things that remind me that the Bible is the Word of God and not just a book like every other.  
I have previously suggested to you that the two halves of the Bible are not OT/NT but Genesis 1-11 and Genesis 12 onwards.  
Genesis 1-11 establishes the problem and Genesis 12 onwards is the unfolding of the solution.  
And the problem is sin and its effects on creation.  

We see this in the Fall and then in the flood and then in the Tower of Babel and the confusion of languages that separates mankind into nations.  
And Genesis 10 provides us with the table of nations, broadly distinguished into the three groups that descend from Noah’s three sons.  
Ham becomes the father of the southern or African peoples, 
Shem becomes the father of the eastern or Semitic peoples, 
and Japheth becomes the father of the northern or what we would call the European peoples.  
Well, in Genesis 12, God chooses one man, Abram, to begin His gospel ‘program’ to undo the effects of sin.  
But for the next 2000 years, that gospel ‘program’ has in view only the small nation of the Jews.  
But the good news of Acts is, No longer!  
Now, beginning with Christ’s ascension and with Pentecost, the ‘program’ will expand to take in even the ends of the earth.  
And so, here in Acts 8, we will see an Ethiopian, a son of Ham, come to faith in Christ.  
And then, in Acts 9, we will see Saul, a son of Shem, come to faith in Christ.  
And finally, in Acts 10, we will see Cornelius, a son of Japheth, come to faith in Christ.  
The gospel of Jesus overrules the separation of language and culture.  
The gospel of Jesus unites what previously was separated.  
The gospel of Jesus brings together into the church what previously was apart in the world.  
And so, we may truly say that in Acts 8,9 and 10 we see the beginnings of the world-wide church.
And this begins, here in vv26-40, with the encounter of Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch.
And as we move through the steps of this account, what we are going to do is to consider the three persons involved in the story: The Evangelizer – Philip, The Evangelizee – The Ethiopian, and the Evangelist – The Holy Spirit.
1. And of these three, this story is chiefly about the Evangelist – the Holy Spirit.  We see this in v26, even though we read of an angel of the Lord, because angels are servants of God, as Hebrews 1:12 reminds us.
a. And while there are many interesting things revealed about the Ethiopian, and while his encounter with Philip is such a beautiful story, and while it is fascinating to see how Philip seems to appear, to work, and then to disappear, the chief thing for us to notice in this account is the sovereign, saving activity of God.  
i. In my Bible, as in most of yours, this section is headed up with the words ‘Philip and the Ethiopian.’  
(1) But it could well be called The Holy Spirit and the Ethiopian.  Or, better yet, How the Ethiopian came to faith, by the sovereign power of the Holy Spirit, working though His obedient instrument, Philip.  
(2) So let me remind you not to pay too much attention to those titles.  They are not part of the Bible.  They are the opinion of the translators.  They can be useful but they can sometimes, also, skew our understanding of the passage or cause us to ignore something that is important in the passage.  
b. The chief thing for us to notice in this account, then, is the sovereign, saving activity of God.  Ephesians 1:4-5 describes it in this way, “[God] chose us in [Christ] before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in His sight.  In love He predestined us (or decreed our eternal-life story) to be adopted as His sons through Jesus Christ.”  
i. This then is the day appointed in eternity past that the Ethiopian will come to faith.  So just consider all of the circumstances and decisions that God has overseen in order to bring this moment to fruition.  
(1) The Ethiopian’s origins go all the way back to Ham – all overseen by God.  
(2) The day of his birth – overseen by God.  
(3) The fact that he remains alive this day – overseen by God.  
(4) We are told that he was a eunuch, an important official in charge of the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians.  
(A) And sometimes, the word eunuch is used to describe someone who is ‘an important official of the royal house.’  And that’s all it means.  
(B) More likely though, because he is described as a eunuch and as an important official, this means he is a eunuch – a man who has been castrated in order that he may serve the royal house and be around the royal women and be trusted, entirely.  And this too was overseen by God.  This too was part of God’s eternal-life plan for this Ethiopian.  
(5) Candace is not so much a name as it is a title.  It was given to the mother of the Ethiopian king.  Because the Ethiopian king was believed to be a god, his mother dealt with the day to day affairs of state because that was deemed to lowly for a god to have to deal with.  
(A) But she has clearly given permission to this Eunuch to make this journey to Jerusalem – all overseen by God.  
(6) And he makes this journey, as we are told, to worship.  
(A) Somehow he has come to know about the God of Israel.  And he knows that Israel’s God lives among His people in Jerusalem’s temple.  And his coming to know this, also, was overseen by God.  
(B) Most likely then, this Ethiopian is a God-fearer.  
(i) He knows God, he believes God, and He wants to serve God.  But he cannot become a Jewish proselyte – a gentile who becomes a Jew.  
(ii) To become a proselyte, a man had to be circumcised, which is not possible for a eunuch.  
1. And so, despite believing in the God of the covenant, He cannot be counted, fully, amongst the Lord’s covenant people.  
(iii) In addition, Deuteronomy 23:1 says that no one who has been castrated is allowed to enter the temple courts.  
1. So, if he is a eunuch, he cannot become a Jewish proselyte and he cannot worship at the temple.  
2. And even if he is not a eunuch, he can then become a Jewish proselyte, but he can only enter the court of the gentiles, not the inner court of the Jews.  
3. Either way, under the OT administration, he may only be devoted from a distance.  
(iv) Now, whether he knew all of this before he left Ethiopia or not, we do not know.  It is likely though that his journey to Jerusalem has been one of mixed emotions.  He can come this close to God but no further.
(7) And whether or not he came into contact with Christians in Jerusalem, we also do not know.  What we do know is that he has an Isaiah scroll, something very hard to come by in those days.  And again, his ownership of this scroll was overseen by God.  
(8) And now, his chariot, an open chariot, so that Philip may hear him reading the scroll – overseen by God! – is here, at this place, at this time, at this moment, by the decree of the Lord.   
(9) And he is reading from Isaiah 53 at the precise moment that an expert on Isaiah 53 ‘happens’ to be right there – all overseen by God.  
ii. And by the way, there is an OT echo of this story.  Do you know what it is?  Do you remember the story of Naaman, the Syrian general who had leprousy?  
(1) Remember how he too heard about the God of Israel while in his homeland and made a journey to Israel?  And he too would not have been welcome at the temple, with his leprousy.  
(A) But his journey, too, was overseen by God.  
(B) And he also came to see the grace and glory of God! 
c. Well, all this brings us back to v26.  “An angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Go south to the road – the desert road – that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’”  
i. Gaza was the southern most of the five Philistine cities.  It had been destroyed around 160 BC but later rebuilt nearby.  One major road South from Jerusalem led straight down through Gaza into Egypt and points further south.  
(1) And it is this road that Philip is pointed to, and probably to the location of the destroyed Gaza, given the desert reference.  
ii. And notice, Philip is not told what for.  
(1) And consider Philip’s circumstances at this time.  He has been busy serving on the Samaritan mission fields.  He has seen great success.  There has been apostolic confirmation of his work.  He is seeing conversions by the bucket load.  
(A) But now an angel comes and says, “Go to the desert.”  
iii. And brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, this is how the Lord works.  And whether Luke intended this or not, there is another OT echo in this also; remember Elijah?  We saw it last year and noted it at the time.   
(1) What did God say to Elijah just after his first prophetic announcement in Ahab’s court?   He said, Go to the brook in the desert where I will feed you.  
(2) And then, just as Elijah was perhaps getting comfortable or uncomfortable with those circumstances, what did the Lord say next?  Go to a widow in Zarephath.  
(3) And then, after three years, what next?  “Go and present yourself to Ahab.”  
iv. And both Elijah and Philip immediately obeyed and went.  The Lord called and they obeyed.  And think about this in terms of Philip, for a moment   
(1) Perhaps, by now, Philip had built a large worship complex for the Samaritan church.  Perhaps he had a comfortable manse and a complete catechism curriculum all written.  Perhaps the host family roster was all up and running and the Christianity Explored courses were underway and the rules for Presbytery meetings were agreed.  
(2) Perhaps he had a nice house and garden and a wife and children and a good job.  
(3) But the Lord says, “Philip, Go to the desert.”  And Philip goes.  
(4) And so, the question must be asked (even though there is no angel standing before you): Is the Lord calling you to ‘the desert?’  
(A) Is he calling you to a new area of service perhaps?  An evangelistic opportunity?  
(B) A struggling church?  A church plant in another town?  Seminary studies?  
(C) A discipling relationship that looks like hard work?  
(D) A change in your personal and comfortable circumstances that better suits His purposes?  
(i) And if not now, when He does, because He will, will you go?  Will you joyfully obey?
d. Philip did.  The evangelizer – Philip, obeyed the Evangelist – the Holy Spirit.  And vv27-29 tell us that he comes to the place where the Ethiopian is.  V29 says, “The Spirit told Philip, ‘Go to that chariot and stay near it.’  And there Philip hears the Ethiopian reading aloud from the Isaiah scroll – all overseen by God.
i. Now, we don’t know how long the Ethiopian had been reading or if he had started at the beginning and was working his way through.  Maybe he had already read what we read earlier in Isaiah 56 about the time when neither foreigners nor eunuchs will be able to complain that they cannot come close to the Lord for the Lord promises them a temple and a memorial and sons and daughters and “an everlasting name that will not be cut off.”  
(1) And maybe he read that and contrasted it with his own Jerusalem experience of being barred from everything.  
ii. What we are told is that he was reading from Isaiah 53:7-8.  
(1) Maybe he had heard a sermon on it in Jerusalem and was still trying to figure it all out.  
iii. Interestingly, if you search through all of the Jewish literature and commentary about Messiah, noticeably absent is any concept of a suffering Messiah.  Messiah does not suffer.  Messiah rules and conquers.  
(1) And so, when it came to Isaiah 53, a passage that so obviously reveals Jesus, the Jews understand it as either speaking about the suffering of Israel in exile or the suffering of the gentiles.  
(A) So, maybe the Ethiopian has heard something like that and cannot figure it all out.   
(2) And so, when Philip asks him if he understands, he says, “How can I … unless someone explains it to me … Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?”   
iv. Now, you might be asking, What sort of a Bible is it that needs an explanation?  Wouldn’t God design a Bible that explains itself?  
(1) But I am sure you know the answer to that question.  This man did not have the Bible.  He didn’t have Genesis to Song of songs and he didn’t have Jeremiah to Revelation.  And it would have been quite astonishing if he did because 27 of those books had not been written yet (  
(2) But even if he had the whole OT, he did not have the NT.  
(A) And as the saying goes, The NT is in the Old concealed, the OT is in the New revealed.  
(B) To really understand Isaiah 53, in terms of Jesus Christ, either the NT was needed or one who could give NT insights by the power of the Holy Spirit.   
(3) So here on this desert road, you have someone unsure about Isaiah and an Isaiah expert – all overseen by God!
v. And v35 tells us that the evangelizer then tells the evangelizee, beginning with that very passage of Scripture, “the good news about Jesus.”  
(1) Jesus is the suffering servant of Isaiah 53.  
(2) Jesus is the one who was led like a sheep to the slaughter.  
(3) Jesus is the one who was silent in front of His accusers.  
(4) Jesus is the one who was deprived of justice.
vi. Now congregation, in all that we have read in Acts thus far, with at least 20,000 conversions, and discounting the story of the lame man in Acts 3 because of its healing context, not once have we read a description of an individual coming to faith by one to one evangelism.  This is the first such record.  And note that there is no hospitality shown by Philip or a first off invite to a youth club bowling night or any of what we call pre-evangelism, which is all fine in its place.  Philip’s confidence is in the gospel!  Philip is prepared to let the Evangelist – the Holy Spirit – do the work, through the words of the gospel.  And we may be sure he did not restrict himself to these verses of Isaiah 53.  
(1) From vv4-6, he would have helped the Ethiopian see that he was a guilty sinner but that Jesus took our sins on Himself and was pierced for our transgressions when He was crucified at Calvary.  And “by His wounds we are healed.”  
(2) He probably also mentioned the other servant passages of Isaiah and the Virgin birth in Isaiah 7 and the “for unto us a child is born” passage in Isaiah 9 and the “Rod of Jesse” in Isaiah 11.  
(3) He probably spoke of God’s covenant and Adam and Abraham and Moses and David.  
(4) And he would have spoken about all of these in reference to Jesus.  
(5) And perhaps he spoke also about Psalm 87 and Isaiah 56, the passages we read from earlier.  
(A) As an Ethiopian – a Gentile, and a Eunuch, the gate was no longer barred.  No longer did he need to go to the temple.  Now, he was the temple the Lord would enter!   
(i) And all of this added up to the “good news about Jesus.”
e. But it does not matter how winsomely or carefully or thoroughly Philip the evangelizer did his work.  
i. What saves this Ethiopian is the work of the Evangelist – the Holy Spirit – who opens his heart to the gospel and gives him the gift of faith and repentance.  
ii. And so, in the continuing providence of Almighty God, at that moment, they come to water and the eunuch asks to be baptized and he is baptized by Philip.
f. Now, those of you with a keen eye, and depending on which translation of the Bible you have before you, will note that v37 is either missing or in brackets.  
i. And if it is missing, there is probably a note explaining why that points you to the verse in the margins or at the bottom of the page.  And when you see it in the margin it says, “Philip said, ‘If you believe with all your heart, you may.’  The eunuch answered, ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.’”  
ii. Now, the reason it is bracketed or footnoted in most modern translations has to do with the supposed age of the Greek manuscripts of the Bible.  And in all of the manuscripts that most experts believe to be the oldest, this verse is missing.  It is found only in later or newer manuscripts.  
(1) Thus, they believe it was a verse later added in by someone who believed that the Eunuch must have said something like this in order to be baptized.  
iii. Now, type Acts 8:37 in to your Google search engine, and you will find a massive controversy about whether or not Acts 8:37 ought to be in the Bible or not.  And those who believe it ought to be accuse those translations of omitting it as being part of a huge conspiracy to water down the gospel message of the Bible in preparation for one world government and the Antichrist.  
iv. But you may rest assured that the Bible you have in your hands very clearly reveals the truth of Acts 8:37, even if Acts 8:37 itself is only in the margins.  
(1) For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.  That’s in your Bible!

(2) And whoever shall cal on the name of the Lord shall be saved.  That’s in your Bible.  

(3) And you may be sure that the Ethiopian eunuch believed the truth of Acts 8:37, which all must believe in order to receive salvation.
Well, a few points then as we close.  
1. And firstly, think again of Isaiah 56 in relation to this Ethiopian eunuch.  
a. To him, in and through Jesus, God said, “I will give within my temple and its walls a memorial and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that will not be cut off.”  
i. This Ethiopian died, never having had children of his own.  
ii. He died, probably not knowing that Luke had recorded this story in the Bible.  
(1) But this Ethiopian has a memorial here in Acts 8!  And we may assume he told others what had happened to him and became their spiritual fathers in Christ.  
(A) Indeed, North Africa was one of the very earliest strongholds of Christianity, eventually producing church fathers like Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine.  
(B) And who knows just how connected they were to the faith of this Ethiopian eunuch – again, all overseen by God.  
(2) But even above and beyond all of this, what happened that day is evidence of the fact that this man’s name is recorded in the Book of Life.  
(A) Truly then, he does indeed possess “a memorial and a name better than sons and daughters; an everlasting name that will not be cut off.”  
(i) And this, dear friends, is the eternal heritage that belongs to all who put their trust in Jesus Christ.  Have you done so?  
2. But note secondly, the implications of the refrain that we have constantly noted throughout this sermon – all of this was overseen by God.  
a. The God of heaven has a perfect plan for all of those who put their faith in Christ.  It has been unfolding since the dawn of creation, and it continues today.  And Romans 8:28 tells us that it is a plan for your good.  
i. And just as it included castration, which meant being deprived of many wonderful things, for this eunuch, so many things which we describe as terrible and agonizing and wrong may be part of God’s plan for your life.  
ii. Perhaps you have experienced them already or perhaps they are still to come.  But dear brother or sister, God is not absent when ‘bad things’ happen.  He is near.  Even though what you experience may be a clear violation of His law, “all things work together for the good of those who love Him.”   While all you can see is the moment and the pain, your God is working out your eternal-life plan.  He is shaping you for eternity. 
3. But thirdly and lastly, note the glorious coming together of God’s sovereign plan and the means whereby His plan is worked out.  
a. The evangelizee was the Ethiopian.  The evangelist was the Holy Spirit.  It was the Spirit who did the saving work of grace in his heart.  It was the Spirit who enabled him to see and believe in Jesus.  It was the Spirit who helped him see that he was a sinner in need of a Saviour.  
b. But as ever, the Holy Spirit chose to work through an instrument – Philip, the evangelizer.  At the moment of his conversion, the Ethiopian was introduced to the communion of saints.  He discovered, right there and then, that we can only grow in the love of Christ “together with all the saints (Eph 3:18).”  
c. And we may be sure that this Ethiopian went from here determined to be an instrument in the Redeemer’s hands – a tool of Holy Spirit – a servant of God.  
d. Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, it is indeed all glory to God for salvation in Jesus.  But that does not excuse us from being faithful to our calling to share the good news about Jesus.  We must not sit back, in some warped view of God’s sovereignty, and say that God does not need me to save people.  It is God’s desire to save people through us as His instruments.  It is good for us to see people come to faith as we share the gospel.  It is good for them to hear the gospel from ordinary, struggling sinners like you and I.  And it is wrong for us to disobey God’s call to “go and make disciples.”  
But why would we?  We are undeserving beggars who have been brought in to the gospel feast.  Like the Ethiopian, we also now possess eternal life in Jesus Christ.  And today and tomorrow we will come across other hungry beggars who need to know that only Jesus can satisfy their need.  This is good news!  Amen.  
