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The story between the Ethiopian Eunuch and Philip the disciple is one of my favorites, not just of the New Testament but of the entire Bible. This story took place soon after the Holy Spirit has descended upon the disciples on the Day of Pentecost.  Many were still trying to grasp what had just happened.  There were still a lot of fear in their eyes….fear of persecution, fear of the uncertainty and fear of the unknown of their future.  


When the Holy Spirit came upon them, many of the disciples were empowered to speak boldly concerning their faith with others.  Some, however, were still hesitant about coming out behind their locked doors, fearing for their own lives.

As the angel of the Lord came upon Philip and said to him, “Get up and go toward the south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.”  Philip had no idea what to expect.  Without hesitation whatsoever, Philip found courage to respond.  Philip could’ve come up with all kinds of excuses NOT to go.  He could’ve easily ignored the angel’s visit or turn to go another way, kind of like Jonah when he was summoned to go to Ninevah.  But Philip went in faith trusting in God’s leading and provision.  

Even though he was not one of the 12 disciples, Philip was called to be a deacon and was in charge of the distribution of food to those who are in need.  He may not be the most eloquent or the most outspoken disciple but God chose Philip to speak compassionately and with love to others, in words and in deeds.  He took a bold leap of faith by stepping out of his comfort zone and trusting that God would use him in a mighty way.  

As directed by the Spirit, Philip came upon this Ethiopian Eunuch who was riding on his chariot.  It seemed rather coincidental for these two very different lives to intersect at this cross-road in the wilderness.  One was a Jew and the other was an entrusted official to the Ethiopian Queen in charge of the treasury.  Seemingly he had accepted the Jewish faith and had come to Jerusalem for worship and was on his way back hom.  Philip had a family and with 4 daughters, but the Eunuch did not (or would never have any children of his own).  

One biblical scholar noted that this Ethiopian eunuch was someone who was wealthy enough to ride in his own chariot.  He was educated enough to read in the language of Greek, devote enough to study the prophet Isaiah, and humble enough to know that he cannot understand what he was reading without help.
  But he was still not satisfied with his faith.  He still had plenty of questions to be asked.  And Philip was there in the right place and at the right time.  

By no means, this Ethiopian eunuch was any less of a child of God, when it comes to God’s graceful invitation towards salvation for ALL humankind.  God called both the eunuch and Philip and they both responded in faith.  Somehow they both “made the connection” at this crossroad of faith, not by coincidence, but by God’s grace and divine providence.

But Philip had something that the Eunuch did not have.  Philip was privileged of having personally encountered Christ and he had experienced first-hand the power of the resurrection….the Eunuch had not, he was still searching with many questions but with few answers.  The eunuch needed someone to explain what he was reading and Philip was the one that the Spirit had chosen to make this connection.  Philip was willing to reach out to the eunuch in God’s love and see him as a fellow beloved child of God.  

By the grace of God and the work of the Holy Spirit, not only were Philip and the eunuch able to find a common connection through scripture, but they were able to connect spiritually and fraternally as well.  Visible or invisible barriers were broken that often stood among people of different race, language, physical condition, social-economic status, and also in fears.  God used this awkward encounter to open up doors for the advancement of the Gospel one person at a time.  This was surely an epiphany moment, a new vision of the post-resurrection kingdom of what is to come.    


Philip turned this awkward encounter into a teachable and a missional moment.  This was one of the first recorded evangelistic moments.  Philip knew that no matter what happens, he’s got God on his side.  It was not by coincidence but upon God’s initiative to teach the scripture and to share his understanding of the good news about Jesus to others.  It wasn’t by his own authority or power that Philip did this, but he did it through the power of the Holy Spirit.  


Through our baptisms, God has extended an invitation to us to partner with the Holy Spirit in sharing the gospel with others.  Sometimes we may not always know what’s the right thing to do, what’s the right thing to say, where we should go or why we have been sent.  But God will show us the way in which we should go.  The Holy Spirit will advocate and speak on our behalf not only through words but through the language of love and compassion towards others.  As Jesus said, “Abide in me as I abide in you.  Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.  I am the vine, you are the branches.  Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.”


The road leading out of Jerusalem and into the wilderness can be a treacherous one.  It was full of unknown elements of fears and dangers.  But Jerusalem was NOT the place where the disciples were asked to stay.  As a matter of fact, even when Jesus was alive, he rarely spent extended period of time in Jerusalem.  Most of his ministry was spent around the region by Galilee, where the people were at the grassroot level, where the most profound impacts can be made.  All of us are called to bear fruits that transform the lives of others and ours.  

Like Jesus, Philip was not afraid of being rejected by the people, but he was more concerned about the people who rejected the Gospel.  Philip was willing to take this bold leap of faith, risking his personal comfort and security, by traveling down the “wilderness” road.  Philip simply obeyed and went.  He followed where his faith had led him and he entrusted his steps with the leading of the Holy Spirit. 

Because of Philip’s faithful obedience to the Spirit’s calling, over 63% of the 94 million population in Ethiopia today declare themselves as Christians, followed by Muslim and Jewish.
  Unfortunately even though Christianity is the dominant religion in the country, there have been on-going religious persecutions in and around the region throughout Africa.  As we read recently on the news, many of the migrant Ethiopian Christians were captured and beheaded by the Islamic extremist militant group.  Our hearts and prayers continue to extend out to those who have perished because of their faith and courage to stand up for their faith.  Lord, have mercy on us!   


The gospel is meant for us to be universally embraced and shared.  It is not meant for us to keep as a private treasury or personal privilege.  The power of the gospel and the witness of the Holy Spirit cannot be detained.  All of us have our own personal journey of faith, experiences and stories that need to be shared. Like Philip, we shall continually pray that God will provide us with opportunity to share our seed of faith with others.  By so doing our faith may be strengthened and nurtured.


By the virtue of our baptisms, we have been commissioned as ministers and proclaimers of the Gospel, by words and in deeds.  The Holy Spirit has come upon us, just as the Spirit has upon Philip and all of the disciples.  The Spirit has empowered us to carry out extraordinary things that are beyond our own human imagination with grace and humility towards others.  

This is indeed an exciting and yet challenging time to be Christians and to be church.  Many of us are filled with fears, insecurities and doubts about our future.  We may even question about our own faith and our future existence.  But trust that our sovereign God is ultimately in control. Through his son Jesus Christ, God has broken down all barriers that divide us through his ultimate sacrificial love.  Every time we gather before this table of grace, we proclaim, we celebrate and we remember the saving grace of our Lord and that we are all one body in Christ through our common calling.


Furthermore, through our story today, we have been challenged to rethink about our attitudes towards those who may be different from us, those who have been shunned, humiliated, shamed, bullied, and ostracized by the community.  We still have a long, long way to go with the great struggle of systemic abuses of privileges.  Although we may be part of the struggle but we can all choose to be a part of the solution in taking steps forward towards freedom, equality and justice for all humankind.   


Friends, God has called upon each one of us to “make the connection” with someone by sharing what we have and our knowledge with others.  As Easter people, this is our calling and God’s mission for all of humanity today.  There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.  Whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.  We love because God first loved us.
  

Let us then “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

       In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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