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Acts 8:26-40 - Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch 
 26Then an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Get up and go toward the 
south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a 
wilderness road.) 27So he got up and went. Now there was an Ethiopian 
eunuch, a court official of the Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, in charge of 
her entire Treasury. He had come to Jerusalem to worship 28and was 
returning home; seated in his chariot, he was reading the prophet Isaiah. 
29Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to this chariot and join it.” 30So 
Philip ran up to it and heard him reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, “Do 
you understand what you are reading?” 31He replied, “How can I, unless 
someone guides me?” And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside him. 
32Now the passage of the scripture that he was reading was this: 

“Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, 
and like a lamb silent before its shearer. 

so he does not open his mouth. 
33In his humiliation justice was denied him. 

Who can describe this generation? 
For his life is taken away from the earth.” 

34The eunuch asked Philip, “About whom may I ask you, does the prophet say 
this, about himself or about someone else?” 35Then Philip began to speak, and 
starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus. 
36As they were going along the road, they came to some water; 37and the 
eunuch said, “Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being 
baptized?” 38He commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and 
the eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him. 39When they 
came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the 
eunuch saw him no more and went on his way rejoicing. 40But Philip found 
himself at Azotus, and as he was passing through the region, he proclaimed 
the good news to all the towns until he came to Caesarea. 
 

So many details are in this story I’m sort of surprised the story itself is 

so short. 

The story before this one in the Book of Acts has Philip preaching in 

Samaria. He’s quite successful. 



We are told that next an angel of the Lord talks to Philip and tells him 

Get up and go south. Sort of like: Go west, young man. Anyway, that’s all the 

angel says and Philip gets up and goes. No questions asked. 

Setting aside questions of how Philip knows this is an angel, and why 

he doesn’t ask any questions, we simply are told he is on a wilderness road.   

Philip, the successful preacher in Samaria, is wandering around a 

wilderness road and he comes across an important person—the treasurer for 

the Ethiopian Queen Candace.  This we will be told is an Ethiopian eunuch. 

Female sovereignty prevailed in Ethiopia and the name Candace may 

have been equal to the term Pharaoh. 

Now, on this wilderness road, there is an Ethiopian eunuch reading 

aloud. He is alone, yet he is reading aloud. And we are told he had come to 

Jerusalem to worship and is now on his way home. 

How would Philip know that? 

The man is not named. He is not a Jew. He has been to Jewish worship, 

even though, as a gentile, he would have remained in the outer court.   

There were large groups of Gentiles (anyone who was not a Jew) that 

were attracted to Judaism; they were called “God-fearers.” 

The angel seems to have disappeared and been replaced by the Spirit 

who tells Philip to go to the chariot and join it.  In the wilderness there is a 

chariot; just sitting there. In the chariot there is a man reading aloud. 

So Philip obeys and goes. Philip hears someone reading from the Book 

of Isaiah and asks this person if he understands what he is reading. 

We, the listeners to this story, have already been told this person is an 

Ethiopian eunuch and the treasurer for Queen Candace. Philip probably 

recognizes the man’s clothing as Ethiopian, or the chariot may have been part 

of a caravan, or several other possibilities, but Philip seems most interested 

in understanding scripture, not in the details of the reader himself. 



This is important. Philip is a Jew. Amid all the possibilities for 

conversation, Philip is intentionally seeking to engage a non-Jew in a 

religious discussion. 

Is he protecting is faith? Does he want to make sure it’s done right, to 

his satisfaction? Or does Philip, who so far has been an obedient, 

unquestioning servant of an angel and the Spirit, want to offer something 

more? 

When we meet important strangers, do we automatically engage in 

faith discussions? 

The passage the Ethiopian is reading is prophecy fulfilled for Philip: 

Isaiah 53:7-8 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
7He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, 

    yet he did not open his mouth; 
like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, 

    and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, 
    so he did not open his mouth. 

8By a perversion of justice he was taken away. 
    Who could have imagined his future? 

For he was cut off from the land of the living, 
    stricken for the transgression of my people. 

This is what Philip hears. 

Philip has been telling the story of the crucifixion and resurrection and 

has been making converts and this is an important passage for him and he 

wants to know if the Ethiopian understands what it means for the followers 

of Jesus, not just the “God-fearers,” interested in Judaism. 

This is important because it is reaching outside the Jewish center. This 

is telling the story to those who may not have heard it or have the 

background to know the prophecies of a Messiah. 

The Ethiopian asks how he could possibly understand if there is no one 

to guide him. Not explain, not interpret, not indoctrinate, but guide, perhaps 

direct a journey of faith. 



The Ethiopian invites Philip into his chariot. Philip accepts. Philip 

accepts the invitation to tell about Jesus. Philip, obedient to the angel and 

the Spirit, now accepts an invitation from a stranger, a man of a different 

sort, and tells him about Jesus Christ. 

The Ethiopian will be baptized and Philip will go on his way. Two 

individuals, changed by a chance encounter. Two individuals open to an 

invitation to discuss scripture and be guided, led by the Spirit. 

What about us? How do we respond to God’s call in our lives? Do we 

accept invitations to tell our God stories? Do we offer to guide others in faith?  

Do we hunger for more, like the Ethiopian?  Do we seek answers to our faith? 

These biblical calls and guides and invitations are meant to be both 

issued and accepted. It is through our own worship and prayers and Bible 

readings that we encounter God and can begin to wonder what it is God 

would like us to do.   

It’s not that hard. We sometimes make it hard because the more we 

ponder, the less we have to really DO anything. But we know the basics. 

We know Jesus came for us and for all.  We know Jesus came to save 

the world, not judge it. We know Jesus loves us so much he is willing to be led 

like a sheep to slaughter so that we may one day feast in paradise with him. 

Philip didn’t find it all that hard, or weird, or even strange—to find a 

chariot in the wilderness with an Ethiopian reading Isaiah and asking to be 

baptized. 

When the incident was over Philip found himself preaching all over 

until he came to Caesarea.   

This story has a lot of details. It is also a story of broad strokes of the 

early church, of the enthusiasm of new converts, of chance encounters with 

diverse people. 

Surely our own encounters with people are less strange! 



Peculiar or mundane, we need to trust that God will meet us where we 

are, will put people in our paths to help guide us. Peculiar or mundane, we 

need to accept the invitations to talk about our faith, to be guided by the 

Spirit on our own wilderness paths. 

It’s as though this is a quick snap shot of Philip’s work. Perhaps for 

Philip this was all in a day’s work. Yet it changed the life of a stranger. May 

our day’s work also change lives. And may we allow our lives to be changed.  

May it be so for each of us. AMEN 

 


