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PHILIP & THE ETHIOPIAN:  BEING TEACHABLE AND AVAILABLE     

ACTS 8:4-8, 26-40 

 

Global missions expert Paul Borthwick shared a story that reminds us how God's 
mission can be from anyone anywhere at any time.  He stopped at a McDonald's in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts and noticed a young man named Peter working the counter.  
He’d been a part of Borthwick’s young adult ministry at church.  He’d just graduated 
from Harvard University with a master's degree.   Borthwick asked Peter, "What are you 
doing here?” knowing Harvard master's degree students don't usually aspire to work the 
counter at McDonald's.  "Well," Peter explained, "I graduated in May but I went four 
months without finding a job, so I said to myself, 'I need some income to pay bills.'  So 
this is where I've ended up—at least for now."  Borthwick replied, "Sorry to hear that. It 
must be hard.”  But Peter cut me off.  "No.  Don't be sorry.  God has me here.  This 
place is giving me awesome opportunities to share my faith.  I'm on a shift that includes 
a Buddhist guy from Sri Lanka, a Muslim fellow from Lebanon, a Hindu lady from India, 
and a fellow Christian from El Salvador.  It's awesome.  I get to be a global missionary 
to my coworkers while asking 'would you like fries with that?'"  Both Peter and Borthwick 
laughed.  Peter found himself in a setting he never would have chosen as part of his 
long-term plan, but his mindset of living as a person sent by God shaped the way he 
looked at his circumstances and at the people around him. 

Do you consider yourself a person sent by God?  I want us to look at the story of two 
“one hit wonders” today.  The first person is a man by the name of Philip.  He was one 
of the seven men chosen by the very first church in Jerusalem to oversee the 
distribution of free food to needy Christian widows and make sure it was done fairly.  
Stephen, the first Christian martyr, was also one of those seven men.  After Stephen 
was killed, the first Christians took off far and wide in order to escape persecution.  
Philip headed to a region just north of Jerusalem known as Samaria.  Let’s read what 
happened.  If Stephen was considered the first Christian martyr, Philip might be rightly 
regarded as the first Christian missionary.  But the story about Philip I want us to reflect 
on today begins at v. 26.  It involves a one-to-one encounter between Philip and another 
“one hit wonder” in the Bible.  It doesn’t even tell us this other man’s name.  But he was 
from the region of Ethiopia in eastern Africa.  He was an important official in the 
Ethiopian government – treasurer to the queen of Ethiopia.  And like many men who 
served a royal court in a high position back in that day and time, he was a eunuch.  
Let’s read that part of Acts 8 now.   
 

Besides being an amazing and interesting story, this encounter between Philip and the 
man from Ethiopia illustrates some truths about evangelism and what it can mean for 
you and me to be evangelistic.  Like the other “one hit wonders” we’ve been 
considering, the story of these two men can help us follow Jesus better.  I believe their 
story helps us answer two very big, important questions.  Here’s the first one…  
 

DOES GOD CARE ABOUT SPIRITUALLY LOST PEOPLE? 
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You already know the answer to that question.  Absolutely!   In fact, God wants lost 
people found – even more than we do.  The whole message and mission of the Bible 
revolves around that fact.  “For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.” (Jo 
3:16 NLT)   Jesus expressed His own life mission in those terms, “For the Son of Man 
came to seek and to save the lost.” (Lk. 19:10 NLT)  But here’s a story that backs up 
those words.  God used Stephen’s martyrdom and the threat of persecution to push the 
very first Christians out of the city of Jerusalem so they would reach more lost people.  
In Acts 8, we see God’s heart for the spiritually lost people living in Samaria as well as 
just one spiritual seeker traveling alone who wanted to find God.  God cares about the 
mass of lost people in this world and He cares about individual lost people, too.  This 
story illustrates God’s intense passion and energy God to reach lost people with the 
good news of how they can discover an eternal relationship with Him through Jesus.   
 
Do you find God’s passion – Jesus’ passion – to reach spiritually lost people kind of 
mystifying?  As if to say, why is that such a big deal?  It could be because – like many 
American Christians – you have suffered the loss of lostness.  Increasingly, our culture 
regards the truth that some people will spend eternity in Heaven while others will spend 
it in Hell as repulsive, unloving, demeaning, and intolerant.  Our culture much prefers 
believing the myth that many paths lead to God and Jesus is just one good option. 
 
Any football fan knows Aaron Rodgers – the star quarterback of the Green Bay 
Packers.  He apparently grew up in an evangelical Christian home.  In a recent 
interview, however, he expressed some strong doubts about what he received from that 
background.  He said, “Church on Sunday it was like… make sure you dress a certain 
way, don’t bring that person, this person’s going to get looked at strangely if they show 
up.  Again, it’s very black and white, binary….  It’s set up binary, it’s us and them.  It’s 
saved and unsaved, it’s heaven and hell.  I don’t know how you can believe in a God 
who wants to condemn most of the planet to a fiery hell.”  Well, I don’t believe in that 
kind of God either, Aaron.  Now, true, some Christians and churches can be very 
judgmental and prejudiced.  But, if by using the word “binary,” Aaron wants to dismiss 
the truth that there are those who will discover an eternal relationship with God in this 
life and those who will reject it, he needs to think more about what Jesus Himself said.  
After all, Jesus was rather “binary” I guess.  “‘I am the way, the truth, and the life. No 
one can come to the Father except through me.’” (Jo, 14:6 NLT)  “‘You can enter God’s 
Kingdom only through the narrow gate.  The highway to hell is broad, and its gate is 
wide for the many who choose that way.  But the gateway to life is very narrow and the 
road is difficult, and only a few ever find it.’” (Mt. 7:13-14 NLT)   
 
If you don’t really believe people are eternally lost without a commitment to Jesus as 
Lord and Savior, you have no reason to be a follower of Jesus yourself.  The story 
about Philip and the Ethiopian reminds us that God cared so deeply about this one man 
and his eternal destiny that He miraculously arranged for them to meet on a hot, dusty, 
desert road between Jerusalem and Gaza.  God wants lost people found – even more 
than we do.  That’s exactly why it’s an integral part of our disciplemaking effort here at 
KRBC through our triads.  ROPES is our acronym.  Disciples of Jesus focus on 
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relationships with God and others, obedience to God, prayer, evangelism, and 
Scripture.   Evangelism is an essential part of what it means to follow Jesus well. 
 
Here’s something else.  God wants all lost people found – even ones we don’t think 
deserve it.  If we’d been Jewish Christians in the first century, it’s likely that the news of 
Philip doing evangelism among Samaritans and, also, with an Ethiopian eunuch would 
have made us uncomfortable.  But God has a way of moving us out of our comfort 
zones, doesn’t He?  Samaritans and Jews hated each other in Jesus’ day.  Jews 
considered Samaritans to be racially impure and heretical in their spiritual beliefs.   But 
Jesus went out of His way to reach out to Samaritans.  Do you remember the woman at 
the well story?  She was a Samaritan.  Before He went back to Heaven, Jesus also 
said, “‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you.  And you will be 
my witnesses, telling people about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  (Acts 1:8 NLT)  Seems like many of the first 
Christians – all of them Jewish - forgot those last parts.  Not Philip.  The only other 
people group higher on the unacceptable scale for first century Jews were Gentiles.  
Guess what the Ethiopian eunuch was?  A Gentile.  It’s likely he was a “God-fearer” – a 
Gentile who worshiped the one, true God, but was not yet a convert to Judaism. 
 
Is there anyone you consciously or unconsciously exclude from having the opportunity 
to hear about Jesus and become His followers?  I’ve heard some Christians argue we 
should be very concerned about the number of Muslims we allow to immigrate into our 
country.  Really?  Is it possible that getting Muslims out of their oppressive - hostile to 
everything Christian - countries might give some of them a chance to finally meet Jesus 
as their Savior?   Or, are there other individuals you think are beyond God’s ability to 
save by His grace and transform by His Spirit?   Child molesters?  Transgender people?  
Other folk whose lifestyle makes you squirm?  I’ll tell you why I admire Philip.  He might 
have been the first Christian to take the good news about Jesus to all people.  He did 
what Jesus said to do!  By evangelizing that Ethiopian man, the message of salvation 
through Jesus went back to Ethiopia.  Right then and there, it began to go to the ends of 
the earth.  Philip demonstrated that the message about Jesus is for everyone both then 
and now.  We aren’t allowed to disqualify anyone from hearing about Jesus.  God wants 
all lost people found – even ones we don’t think deserve it.   
 
Here’s something else this story underlines.  God brings people to Himself in a variety 
of ways.  Samaria was an example of mass evangelism.  God was bringing a whole 
people group to Himself through Philip’s preaching.  The Ethiopian was an example of 
individual evangelism – a powerful reminder that God cares about and loves individuals 
and wants to have a forever relationship with the likes of you and me.  I’m a big fan of 
what’s called “friendship evangelism.”  That simply means I believe most people come 
to faith in Jesus through a friendship with someone who’s already a Christian.  
Friendship evangelism encourages me as a follower of Jesus to develop genuine, 
intentional friendships with non-Christians in the expectation God will use that 
relationship to bring them to Jesus.  But the story of Philip and the Ethiopian is an 
example of what you might call “stranger evangelism!”  These two men had never met 
before and it’s likely they never met again in this life.  It’s fine to prefer one form or kind 
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of evangelism over another.  But be very careful about dismissing other forms of 
evangelism as wrong or illegitimate.  God can use just about anything and just about 
anybody to bring anyone to saving faith in Jesus.   
 
I love the old story about Dwight L. Moody, the great evangelist of the 1800s.  He held 
these huge city-wide meetings – much like Billy Graham did in the 1900s. Once 
someone cornered Moody and told him he didn’t like or approve of the way Moody did 
evangelism.  Moody said he wasn’t sure he liked it all that much himself.  Then he 
inquired of his critic, “Tell me, how do you do evangelism?”  His critic blinked and 
answered, “Well, I don’t do evangelism.”  To which Moody replied, “Well, then, I like the 
way I do evangelism better than the way you don’t do it.”  God brings people to Himself 
in a variety of ways.  Here’s a second important question this story helps us to answer: 
 

HOW CAN I BE AVAILABLE TO GOD TO REACH SPIRITUALLY LOST PEOPLE? 

 

I believe it starts with one very simple attitude.  I need to accept evangelism as my role 
and responsibility, even if it’s not my gift.  The Bible does identify evangelism as a 
spiritual gift.  “Now these are the gifts Christ gave to the church: the apostles, the 
prophets, the evangelists, and the pastors and teachers.” (Eph. 4:11 NLT)  Did Philip 
have the spiritual gift of evangelism?  Well, notice how he’s described later in Acts 
about 20 years after Acts 8, “The next day we went on to Caesarea and stayed at the 
home of Philip the Evangelist, one of the seven men who had been chosen to distribute 
food.” (Acts 21:8 NLT)  Yeah, Philip, probably had the spiritual gift of evangelism.  
 
Here’s something very important to remember.  As with many of the other gifts of the 
Holy Spirit, all of us have a responsibility or role to function in them even if we don’t 
have the gift itself.  Some people argue they don’t believe they should tithe their income 
to the Lord because they don’t have the spiritual gift of giving.  Well, giving is indeed a 
spiritual gift, but tithing is a spiritual discipline expected of each and every Christian.  
Christians with a gift for giving are likely giving way beyond the tithe!  But you still have 
a role and a responsibility to give out of your resources to the Lord’s work, even if you 
don’t have the spiritual gift of giving.  Last week we learned Barnabas had the spiritual 
gift of encouragement.  But, hopefully, nobody here is going to argue that you have a 
fundamental right to be discouraging or non-encouraging because you don’t possess 
the gift of encouragement.  Of course not!  Part of your responsibility and role as a 
follower of Jesus is to be as encouraging as possible at all times with all people.   
 
It’s been my experience that only a minority of Jesus followers in any church I have 
served had the spiritual gift of evangelism.  You can kind of spot them.  Non-believers 
gravitate toward them and they toward non-believers.  They have faith conversations 
frequently and effortlessly.  They just seem to know what to say and not to say.  But that 
doesn’t get the rest of us off the hook.  I like what Paul said to his younger partner in 
ministry, Timothy, “But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the 
work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.”  (2 Tim. 4:5 NLT)  It’s as 
if Paul says, “Timothy, you may not possess the spiritual gift of evangelism, but it’s still 
part of your role and responsibility as a follower of Jesus.  Stay at it.  Work at it.  
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I’ve always appreciated this analogy.  On a baseball team, you have nine people 
actually playing at any given time.  Now a part of the game is that everyone takes a turn 
to bat.  But if only one or two of the players has the ability to hit a home run, they get to 
bat all the time for everyone else, right?  Of course not!  Regardless of your ability to hit, 
you take your turn at the plate.  You might only ever hit singles.  You might strike out a 
lot.  Doesn’t matter.  Everyone has the role and responsibility to try and hit the baseball, 
even if you don’t have a gift for hitting home runs.  It’s the same with evangelism.  You 
might not have the spiritual gift of evangelism, but God still calls you to look for any and 
every opportunity to do the work of an evangelist.   
 

How else can I be available to God to reach lost people?  I can raise my awareness and 
be intentional.  What does that look like?  How about regularly praying for specific lost 
people.  In our disciplemaking triads, we identify three spiritually lost people we pray for 
regularly.  We hold each other accountable in an affirming way to be evangelistic, 
because we realize it tends to get forgotten otherwise.  “So, how’s it going with your 
Circle of Three?  Anything encouraging to share?  No, well, let’s keep praying.”  Or, 
sometimes there’s a breakthrough.  Then, we all rejoice together.  I hear frequent prayer 
requests to pray for this person’s and that person’s health concerns.  That’s great!  We 
should be praying about those needs.  But I long for the day when we get just as many 
– if not more – requests that John finds Jesus or Mary gets saved.  Come on now, 
church!  What’s more important – John and Mary’s health or John and Mary’s eternal 
destiny?  Awareness and intentionality starts with regular prayer for the specific lost 
people God has placed in our families, our neighborhood, our workplace.   
 
What else does awareness and intentionality look like?  How about putting myself out 
there where God can use me.  Let God know you want Him to use you to bring lost 
people to Himself.  Obviously, Philip must have done just that, because God sure used 
him!  Take it upon yourself to initiate a conversation and enter into a friendship with a 
lost person in your circle of influence.  Pick the brain of someone who has the gift of 
evangelism for some ideas.  Read a new book about how to be evangelistic.  I just read 
a little book entitled Surprise the World by Michael Frost.  Sure, I already knew most of 
what he had to say.  But he had some great nuggets in there that can help me be more 
evangelistic.  For example, he said that evangelistic people form certain habits that help 
them be evangelistic.  Two of them are eating and blessing.  Really?  Yes!  I can 
regularly invite non-believers to share a meal with me.  Or, I can extend sincere verbal 
praise or compliments to non-believers.  Both the habits of eating and blessing give me 
the opportunity to build positive relationships with non-believers.  Great ideas!   
 

How else can I be available to God to reach lost people?  I can be prepared and ready 
to be used.  What does that look like?  I can anticipate divine opportunities.   Philip is a 
wonderful example of taking advantage of every divine opportunity God provides to 
share my faith with a non-believer.  He might have preferred to hang out longer in 
Samaria and enjoy the revival that was going on there, but the Holy Spirit said, “I have 
another job for you.  Let’s go.”  When he saw the Ethiopian’s decked out chariot on the 
road, he might well have been reluctant to approach it.  Culturally, you didn’t approach 



6 

 

people who were of higher social rank than you.  Philip probably needed the Holy 
Spirit’s prompting, “He’s the one, Philip.  Run up beside that chariot.  I’ll be with you.”  
Because God wants to bring lost people to Himself more than we do, we can trust Him 
to create divine opportunities to impact and influence non-believers throughout our lives.  
You don’t have to create those opportunities yourself.  You don’t have to get pushy or 
force your way into someone’s life.  Learn to discern the Holy Spirit’s voice.  And when 
He says, “This is the person and now is the moment” step into the opportunity.  Obey.  
Philip’s immediate and obedient response resulted in a man’s conversion and the 
spread of the Christian faith to another nation.    
 
Here’s another aspect of being prepared and ready to be used.  Anticipate divinely 
prepared people.  The Ethiopian was a “seeker.”  God was already working in his life 
long before Philip arrived on the scene.  Why was Philip so effective in sharing the good 
news about Jesus?  Because God had already prepared the Ethiopian to receive it.  He 
just happened to be reading from the Old Testament book of Isaiah at the precise 
moment Philip came near to his chariot.  But not just in Isaiah, but in chapter 53 which is 
the most important prophecy in all of the Old Testament about the coming Messiah.  
That’s God preparing someone.  He was confused about what he read.  Was Isaiah 
talking about himself or someone else?  He needed someone to interpret and explain it 
to him at that very moment – not a half an hour earlier nor half an hour later.  Right then.  
That’s God preparing someone.  Enter Philip.  He just needed to explain how Jesus had 
recently fulfilled Isaiah’s prophetic words through His life, death, and resurrection.  All of 
the people I’ve had the privilege of praying with to receive Jesus as Savior were divinely 
prepared long before I shared with them how to do it.  I didn’t need to argue with them, 
twist their arm, or work up a sweat convincing them.  God had already prepared them. 
 
Here’s another aspect of being prepared and ready to be used.  Ask good questions.  
Philip asked the Ethiopian, “‘Do you understand what you are reading?’”  (Acts 8:30 
NLT)  Philip’s question prompted a response from the other man that then provided the 
open door Philip needed.  He went on to explain how Jesus fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy.  
When we share the good news, it’s best to start where the other person’s concern is 
focused.  Then, like Philip, we can show how the message about Jesus applies to those 
concerns.  The ability to ask good questions might be more important than memorizing 
a presentation on how to share the good news about Jesus with a lost person 
 
Here’s a final suggestion about being prepared and ready to be used.  Know enough of 
the Bible to be effective.  One of the most effective lies Satan has foisted on Christians 
is the myth you have to have a theology degree, or have memorized 1,000 Bible verses, 
or possess the gift of evangelism, for God to use you to reach lost people.  Not true.  
Philip didn’t have access to any part of the New Testament because it hadn’t been 
written yet!  Instead, he took two verses from the Old Testament – Isaiah 53:7-8 – and 
showed the Ethiopian man how Jesus fulfilled them.   Because he’d already been 
divinely prepared, it was enough for him to put his trust in Jesus.  In our discipleship 
triads and an annual evangelism seminar we offer to everyone, we show you how you 
can share the good news about Jesus from just one Bible verse.  For example, here’s 
Romans 6:23 (NLT) with a simple diagram.  “For the wages of sin is death, but the free 
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gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.”  There’s humanity on one side 
and God on the other.  Sin is what separates us from God, and it is Jesus and what He 
accomplished at the cross that bridges the gap between ourselves and God.   
 
Dr. Jerry Root tells a story that underlines how Jesus is already working in the hearts of 
lost people around us.  His flight out of Vienna, Austria had been delayed.  He met a 
young woman who was taking a survey for the airport.  Jerry saw an opportunity and 
began to ask her questions.  “What’s your name?  Allegra.  Are you from Vienna?  No, I 
grew up in southern Austria.   What brought you to Vienna?  I’m a student.”  After 20 
minutes or so Jerry knew a good deal about Allegra.  He knew her mother abandoned 
the family to go to Canada with her lover.  He learned her father's bitterness was toxic.  
He learned she and her brother were estranged.  When Jerry expressed his sadness 
about all the estrangement from the people closest to her, Allegra said it was far worse 
than she had confided.  She had a boyfriend who went to study art in Florence for six 
months.  He asked her to wait for him, and she did so.  Her boyfriend had just returned 
and informed Allegra he had met somebody better in Florence. 

Jerry told Allegra that he knew she had a survey to fill out, but that he had been sent to 
tell her something.  He had something to say to her once she finished her survey 
questions.  She rushed through the airport's survey, then put down her pen, looked 
Jerry in the eye, and eagerly asked, "What are you supposed to tell me?"  Knowing that 
Allegra felt abandoned and betrayed, Jerry said to her, "Allegra, the God of the universe 
knows you and loves you.  He would never abandon you or forsake you.  Allegra, He 
loves you!" And, then, a third time, "Allegra, He loves you!"  After the third time, she 
burst into loud sobs.  Everyone in the gate area was looking in their direction. Through 
her tears, Allegra blurted out, "But I've done so many bad things in my life!"  Jerry said, 
"Allegra, God knows all about it and that's why he sent Jesus to die on the cross for all 
of your sins and to bring you forgiveness and hope."  He was explaining the good news 
about Jesus to ears willing to hear and a heart willing to receive. 

The story of today’s “one hit wonders,” Philip and the Ethiopian, reminds us that God 
loves all lost people and wants them to be found.  His methods include using you and 
me to accomplish His mission.  Are you available whether you have the gift of 
evangelism or not?  Are you prepared?  Are you ready to be used?  Are you praying for 
any lost people specifically?  May God help us to be available, prepared, and ready to 
be a part of the greatest task – the greatest mission – this world has ever known. 
 

 
 
 


