GOD IS ALWAYS WORKING HIS PLAN

Acts 8:25-40 (text)   Ephesians 1
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, God is always busy. Not in the way that we are often busy – a bit frantic, hustling and bustling from here to there. God just goes steadily about his work in the world, regardless of what busy little man is doing; or what lazy little man is not doing! He is never thrown off by our antics. God has made his plan. Ephesians 1 talked about that and now he is working his plan, just like any good workman. 
In the early part of chapter 8 of the Book of Acts, we read about the persecution that broke out against the church and which Saul, who later became the apostle Paul, contributed to. They thought that they would get rid of this pesky new faith in Jesus of Nazareth. That was another time God laughed at mankind,
 I guess, because they didn’t get rid of this faith in Jesus of Nazareth. Indeed, in working against God, they only found themselves to be working for his plan for the gospel to go out from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria and the uttermost parts of the earth. So last week we saw the gospel go to Samaria and after it had done so, Peter and John came down from Jerusalem to give the Samaritans their own Pentecost; to make sure that their fellow-Jewish Christians would know that these Samaritans, with whom of course Jews had nothing to do previously, must now be accepted into the renewed Israel, the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, on exactly the same basis and on the same terms as they were. 
In today’s text we see God beginning to prepare the Gentiles, the uttermost parts of the earth, for their Pentecost, for their calling into the church. And God doesn’t first convert Cornelius, the Roman centurion to whom that Gentile Pentecost came. At least, God doesn’t tell us about him first even if he might have been converted first. And interestingly, Philip does eventually end up at Caesarea where Cornelius lives and where the Gentile Pentecost takes place, after having travelled through all of the old Philistine cities on the way (v.40). 
But God makes his point that the gospel is for all the earth very dramatically. He sends Philip to Gaza to this black man from Ethiopia. Ethiopia! about as uttermost a part of the earth as could then be imagined. Ethiopia was the old kingdom of Nubia which stretched from the Aswan Dam on the Nile south to Khartoum in the Sudan, as we know it today. 
So what can we learn from this passage today? Well we can learn a lot of things actually. Some things that were suggested by the commentaries that I read were;

#
we can learn about the blessing of prompt, almost blind obedience and that would be true;

#
we can learn how God blesses humility which we see in this Minister of Finance
 allowing this pretty ordinarily dressed, and maybe quite sweaty bloke by now, get up into his chariot and sit down beside him. This Ethiopian Eunuch wasn’t a nobody;

#
we find that we’ve got an inspired interpretation of Isaiah 53 and we shouldn’t underestimate the importance of that;

#
and we can learn one other thing: that if immersion is the right way to be baptized then the person doing the job has to immerse himself as well, otherwise it’s not being done in the biblical way! for our baptist friends make a point of the fact that the eunuch went down into the water and came up out of the water, and therefore baptism must be by immersion. But the text makes a point of the fact that “they both went down into the water (Philip as well as the eunuch) and they both came up out of the water.” So if you want to make a lot of to-do about going down into the water and coming up out of the water, you have to apply it to both parties. But nobody does that, of course! Not baptists either, which is a very great inconsistency in their argument.
But is our text given us to teach these sorts of things? Iit’s a story. It’s not a teaching book, as such; like Deuteronomy which teaches us law, or Romans which teaches us doctrine. It’s a bit of history. And always in the Bible God is working in history. So the question we have to ask is: what is God doing here? In a way, we’ve seen that already. Let’s state our theme like this: God begins to prepare the Gentiles to receive the Holy Spirit. He begins to prepare the Gentiles for their Pentecost. 
Well that’s all very nice. But what is God saying to us in this text? So we have to ask also what the story means; and what does God want to teach us from what this story means? And when we ask that, it seems to me that we get an answer along the lines of what I was talking about right at the very beginning: God is always working his plan. Nothing is ever out of control in this world. Nothing ever stymies God or causes his plans to falter. He has a purpose; he has a plan; and, as Ephesians 1, verse 11 tells us, “He works all things after the counsel of his will, to the end that we should be to the praise of his glory.” That is the great, important thing that God is teaching us here. And under that umbrella, let us see the following things; first of all, 
1. GOD WORKS IN ALL OF HISTORY FOR THE GOOD OF THE CHURCH

In the New Testament we understand that God does that through the Lord Jesus Christ. In the Book of Revelation it is Jesus Christ who is given authority to open the scroll of history. You see that in Ephesians 1 as well. “God has put all things in subjection under (Christ’s) feet and gave him to be head over all things, for the church” (v.22). And certainly we see the Lord Jesus Christ ruling in this chapter. For it is not an angel of God who tells Philip to go down to Gaza; it is an angel of the Lord. And the Lord is the name of the exalted, the resurrected and ascended Christ. And then in verse 29 we are told that the Spirit tells Philip to go and talk to this Ethiopian eunuch. Of course the Spirit is the Spirit of God. But he is also the Spirit of Christ. He was sent by Christ as well as the Father and he was sent to bear testimony to Jesus Christ and to give the commands of Jesus Christ.
 
But God was working to bring about the conversion of the first Gentiles a long time before the few days in which this story takes place. Think about it. This man was an Ethiopian. He was from a land about as far away from the land where the true God was worshipped as can be imagined by anybody in Judah or even in Rome. And yet we read that this Ethiopian “had come to Jerusalem to worship” (v.27). Had he perhaps been up to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover and First-fruits and Pentecost, like all of those others who were in Jerusalem at that time? – and seen the crucifixion too? But if so, how come? What can an Ethiopian from the uttermost part of the earth know about the God of Israel? That’s the question that the text puts to us, you see.
If we think back in history a little, we read in Jeremiah chapter 38 about an Ethiopian by the name of Ebed-Melech, who saved God’s prophet, Jeremiah, out of the king’s prison. That was somewhere round 610-605 BC. Where did he come from? Well, I don’t think we know, but he was there, nevertheless. From other historical sources we know that some Jews at that time could see the writing on the wall. They listened to Jeremiah. They could see that the Babylonian exile was coming. And they fled to Ethiopia. Was God perhaps, even then, preparing the uttermost parts of the earth to receive the Gospel, 600 years earlier, by sending those Jews to teach them something about the one true God of Israel? 
Maybe God was preparing the Ethiopians even earlier, because, you see, just across the Red Sea from Ethiopia is Arabia and at the tip of Arabia is a place by the name of Sheba. A lot of trade and commerce went on across the Red Sea between Arabia and Sheba and Ethiopia. But when I mention the name Sheba, that rings a bell from 400 years earlier; from the reign of Solomon around 970 BC. The Queen of Sheba had visited Israel and Solomon had made a very big impression on her. “He answered all her questions,” we read, so that “she had no heart left in her.”
 And she went back home with a camel-train of gifts. Maybe that included a copy of the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible? Maybe even parts of the Books of Samuel with the great promise of 2 Samuel 7, about David having an eternal kingdom? Perhaps even some of the Psalms of David? – Psalm 2 perhaps, and Psalm 110 and their prophecies, with some explanations given by Solomon himself. 
Well, some of these things are fact; and then I’m drawing some conclusions from them, or possible conclusions. But we do after all know that God has been working in history from the fall, to bring the Saviour. And we know that God has been working in Israel since he called Abraham in 2000 BC, to bring the Saviour. Why could he not also have been working in the Gentile nations to bring them to the Saviour, when the Saviour came? God does after all “work out all things according to the purpose of his will.” And his will was always to save all the earth. We shall come back to this. Secondly,

2. GOD WORKS THROUGH THE ORDINARY PEOPLE OF THE CHURCH

God prepares both the Samaritans and the Gentiles for their Pentecost, their official calling into the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, through the work of ordinary believers; or at least, not through the apostles in the first instance. After that persecution, we read that “the people were scattered and as they fled Jerusalem they took the good news of the Word with them” (v.4). And then Philip joined them. But Philip also was not an apostle. And while he could perform miracles and he could cast out demons, he couldn’t give the Holy Spirit to the Samaritans. And it is this Philip, not an apostle, who first takes the gospel (in its New Testament form) to this Gentile, this Ethiopian. In general terms, this has so often been the case in the history of the church. And brothers and sisters, maybe we need to capture a bit of this, or recapture it. I grew up in a church in which the priesthood of all believers was really lived, better than we live it; not necessarily always ever so wisely, but the heart was there and the doing was there. Sometimes I look at our churches and it seems that too often nothing happens unless the elders or the session initiates it. I know that many people do many other things in an informal way and that’s important in the life of the church too. And if a ministry is to be done in the name of the church, then of course the elders should know about it and they should be able to give their approval and their support to it. But the initiative doesn’t always have to come from them. We all, congregation, have a calling with the gospel. Let’s take it up and who knows what the Lord might do through it? Then thirdly,

3. GOD WORKS THROUGH HIS OWN WORD BY HIS SPIRIT

Think about this Ethiopian eunuch again for a moment. We don’t know where his knowledge of the Old Testament religion first came from – whether it had a tradition in Ethiopia of a thousand years or not. But we read that he went to Jerusalem to worship. Somewhere along the line he had come into contact with the Old Testament and he’d become a God-fearer, of which there were thousands in the Gentile world of the day, worshipping in Jewish synagogues. But his visit to Jerusalem had not satisfied his soul. The ceremonies of the temple – well, whatever of them he’d been allowed to observe – he would only have been allowed in the Court of the Gentiles. But, being a eunuch, maybe he didn’t get that far. But however close he’d got, the Temple had done nothing for him. The duties of the Law he’d no doubt tried to keep. But even there he only read in Leviticus that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.”

Well, he buys a new scroll in Jerusalem and he is mulling it over on his way home. He didn’t understand what he was reading and he was indeed humble enough to invite Philip up to explain it to him. And as Philip does so, the light dawns, and he found through the gospel that Isaiah preached and which Philip explained that, in the words of the book of Romans, “what the Law could not do, being weakened by the sinful nature, God did, sending his own Son.”
 We’ll look at that more next week. 
And thus he found in the desert – no rabbis, no priests, no nice church with a pipe organ, no data projector – all of which are fine in their place, but there’s only one thing necessary – the Word of God and the power of the Holy Spirit. And Philip is with this man for a few hours at the most, I suppose, and then the Lord snatches him away and “the eunuch saw him no more” (v.39).

Yet, although he was left alone, “he went on his way rejoicing” (v.39). He had the Lord Jesus Christ in the Scriptures, understood by the Holy Spirit; whom we should understand that he received because joy was always the result of receiving the Holy Spirit.
 And perhaps his joy was, in a way, even more intense because maybe Philip took him from Isaiah chapter 53 to chapter 56, just three chapters further on and which tells us, in just so many words, that even the eunuchs of foreign emperors, and who would therefore of course have no children, could have a greater name than children could preserve to us. Because even they, excluded from the old Temple, would be included in the new temple; the church of the Lord Jesus Christ. And so we see God’s rule of history again and another prophecy fulfilled. 
CONCLUSION
Brothers and sisters, what, overall, is the Lord saying to us in our text today? God is working out “all things after the counsel of his will;” according to his purpose and plan and “for the good of those who love him; … that we should be to the praise of his glory.”
 
Did God first send the knowledge of the worship of the one true God to Ethiopia from Solomon with the Queen of Sheba a thousand years earlier? Or did he send that knowledge with those Jews who fled to Ethiopia six hundred years earlier? Or did he send that knowledge a thousand years earlier and then renew it six hundred years earlier? 
There’s an interesting contrast between those two periods in Israel’s history. One was the time of King Solomon, Israel’s Golden Age. The other was a time when Israel was no more. There was only Judah in Jeremiah’s day and Judah was about to be judged for its sin and its apostasy. And when those Jews fled then, they fled so that they would not see and would not share in Israel’s Great Shame, a shame only exceeded by the crucifixion of our Lord. 

Well, shame or glory, God works in them both. Sometimes we look back to former days in the church – to Pentecost or the Reformation or the Great Awakening and we wish we could see a time like that again. And so we should. We should long to see God working in great saving power. That’s right; because we are aware that we live in a very different time today; a day almost of great shame for the church, a day in which there is so much apostasy, so many denying the most basic truths of the gospel. The day I wrote this sermon I read about the 75th General Convention of the Episcopal Church in the United States. It overwhelmingly refused even to consider a resolution that affirmed Jesus Christ as the only name by which anyone may be saved. That’s the church of Jesus Christ! Perhaps not quite shoving him out the door but certainly welcoming others in! That’s hardly one of the finer points of the Canons of Dort. 
It can all be very discouraging. We must persevere, like Jeremiah, even if our time does seem to be so very much like his, a time of national and ecclesiastical shame. Don’t think the Lord has forgotten. Don’t think the Lord is not working. He is working. And while we must pray that he would preserve us and our children and how ever many generations he would give us, let us also pray that he would be working good out of this time, this time of shame, for future years. 
We can think about this personally also. We have good times in our lives – periods when we feel on top, when we feel we’re being useful. Be careful! But we have other times – times when we struggle, when we feel we’re only treading water, when we’re making little progress, times of disappointment; maybe even times that we’re downright ashamed

about when we look back on them. Well, the shame may be right and proper. But if the Lord can use the wickedness of the reprobate, surely he can use our sins and our down-times too, can he not?  
So, people of God, let us not be discouraged. Rather let’s be encouraged by this, if you like, ‘end-game’ story. Sometimes we barely feel we’re holding our own. What is more important is that the Lord is holding us. We sing about it in one of our hymns. 
Thou didst reach forth thy hand and mine enfold; 
  I walked and sank not on the storm-vexed sea; 
  t’was not so much that I on thee took hold, 
  as thou, dear Lord, on me, on me. 
I find, I walk, I love, but oh the whole 
  of love is but an answer, Lord, to Thee!
For Thou wert long beforehand with my soul; 
  Always, always thou lovedst me.  
In second Samuel chapter 23 we read that there was a bloke by the name of “Shammah, the son of Agee, a Hararite. And the Philistines were gathered into a troop, where there was a plot of ground full of lentils, and the people fled from the Philistines. But he took his stand in the midst of the plot. He defended it. He struck the Philistines and the Lord brought about a great victory.” Shammah is listed as one of David’s three mighty men. Yet his greatest exploit was to take his stand and hold his ground. 
Let us do likewise. Let us preserve the faith; that one day the Holy Spirit will rise again and water that faith merely held on to – and sometimes we feel maybe not ever so well – so that it may spring forth into new life for the world. For the Lord has a plan. He is working his plan – and that through us and for our good and the good of the church to the praise of his glory.          
 Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 6th August, 2006
�   See Psalm 2.


�    “.. court official of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians” (v.27). Ethiopian kings were considered a ‘child of the sun’ and therefore too sacred to administer secular matters of the kingdom, so the Queen-mother, through whom the heredity was traced, was given the dynastic name, Candace, a title (per Caesar, Pharaoh), not a proper name.


�    1 Peter 1:11; John 14:26; 15:26; 16:7,13-15 cf. 5:19,30; 2 Corinthians 3:17.


�    1 Kings 10:3,5.


�    Leviticus 17:11; quoted in Hebrews 9:22.


�    Romans 8:2-3.


�    John  14:27; cf. the fruit of the Spirit, Galatians 5:22.


�   Ephesians 1:11-12 conflated with Romans 8:28.
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