
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #15

“Listening and Leading”

Acts 8:26-40

Sharing our faith is no easy task.

Most of us struggle with our responsibility to be effective witnesses for Christ. We’re hampered by fear, mostly of the unknown. We’re discouraged by ignorance, worried that others will ask questions we can’t answer or that we won’t “get it right.”
 The number one reason I hear for Christians to not share Christ with others is, “I don’t know what to say.”

I would suggest that knowing what to say is the second skill needed in bringing someone to Jesus. Our text this morning—Acts 8:26-40—demonstrates the two great abilities needed for successful evangelism: listening and leading.

Once again, our “instructor” is Philip, sometimes called “Philip the Evangelist.” In this passage Philip is perhaps the finest example of personal, one-on-one evangelism we have in the book of Acts. We can learn a great deal from his encounter with an earnest traveler on a lonely road.
 I can imagine Philip telling this story to Luke and Paul some twenty years later as he entertained them in his house in Caesarea, as recorded in Acts 21:8.

Philip was a Good Listener

The first ability displayed in this text is that Philip was a good listener. We will see this on more than one level, as well. Beginning with Acts 8:26-29,

Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” So he started out, and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. This man had gone to Jerusalem to worship, and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah the prophet. The Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.”
Remember the context here: Philip was having a very successful ministry in Samaria. Many people were coming to Christ through his efforts there. Then, out of the blue, he is instructed to leave that ministry and go south. The highway led from the city of Jerusalem to Gaza, the southernmost of the five Philistine cities, and near the Mediterranean coast.
 Luke inserts a parenthetical comment that “this is a desert road,” meaning one unfrequented by people.

Bear in mind that the angel didn’t tell Philip why. Furthermore, Philip didn’t know whom he would meet. From a human perspective, the new orders didn’t make sense. He was instructed to leave his extremely successful ministry among the many populated villages of Samaria for a lonely road in the remote hill country, a two-day journey south.

Yet Luke’s simple, direct language reflects Philip’s response: He obeyed immediately.
 Philip was a good listener…to God. Just like Abraham, Moses, Elijah, and countless others before him, Philip heard the voice of the Lord and followed it. We must, in the words of the classic hymn, “trust and obey.” Charles Stanley observes,

If God instructs you to do something impractical from a human standpoint, do it. He may ask you to leave your house or apartment at an odd time, and He may have an unsaved person waiting for you. Do you remember Philip being instructed, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza”? Now suppose Philip had argued and questioned and put up all kinds of excuses. The gospel might not have gone to Ethiopia when it did. Your obedience keeps the door ajar for blessing after blessing. God is going to honor your faithfulness to Him.

We see that as the story continues. On the road Philip encounters “an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians.” A bit of explanation is necessary here. 

This court official did not come from what we know today as Ethiopia; his home was in ancient Nubia, located south of Egypt. (We call it “Sudan” today.
) It is likely that this man was black.
 Luke describes him as a “eunuch.” A eunuch was a surgically castrated male. In some ancient Eastern civilizations, a man could volunteer for service in the palace on the condition that he surrender all or part of his genitals. Sometimes the procedure was quite brutal, and a significant number of volunteers didn’t survive the trauma. In addition to demonstrating loyalty, castration also served a practical purpose: it virtually eliminated the most common motives for treachery. Consequently, eunuchs became highly trusted servants of the court. In this case, the eunuch administered his nation’s treasury.

“Candace” was not the personal name of the Queen of Ethiopia; it was a title, much as “Pharaoh” denoted the ruler of Egypt.
 According to some historians, the Nubians “regarded the sun as the father of their kings, and gave the title Candace to the mother.” Her authority was almost absolute, often greater than the king’s.

So, how would an African eunuch of great importance wind up going to Jerusalem to worship? The chain of historical circumstance may have gone back a thousand years. Remember how the Queen of Sheba (located in southern Arabia) came to visit Solomon? Southern Arabia and ancient Ethiopia were closely connected with trade in those days, and it is noteworthy that some of the legends that collected around the persons of Solomon and Sheba’s queen had ramifications that involved Ethiopia. Judging from the gifts they brought, the Magi of the Christmas story came from the land of Sheba, and both they and this treasurer may indicate that a spark of Messianic expectation had been kept alive over the centuries among “the devout” of distant lands.

Now, Jewish law prevented eunuchs from becoming full-fledged “sons of the covenant,” according to Deuteronomy 23:1; nevertheless, this eunuch was evidently quite committed and even owned a copy of the Scriptures. Hand-copied scrolls, meticulously produced by a Jewish scribe, cost a fortune. Everything about the man says he was a devout worshiper of the Hebrew God as well as a man of education and financial means.

Though he was limited in his access at the Temple, he was permitted to become what was called a “God fearer” or “a proselyte of the gate.” He was concerned enough about his spiritual life to travel over 200 miles to Jerusalem to worship God; but his heart was still not satisfied. This Ethiopian represents many people today who are religious, read the Scriptures, and seek the truth, yet do not have saving faith in Jesus Christ. Some call them “seekers” today. They are sincere, but they are lost! They need someone to show them the way.

So Philip encounters this Ethiopian eunuch on the desert road. The timing was divinely arranged. The eunuch was riding in a chariot from Jerusalem. Phillip’s mode of transportation is not mentioned but he seems to have been walking.
 And the Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” Once again Philip was a good listener to God.

Philip was also a good listener to the eunuch as well, as verse 30 states, “Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet.” In our own witnessing, we must be good listeners—first to God’s leading, and then to what others are saying. 
Philip was a Good Leader

Philip was also a good leader. By that I am not suggesting he would have been a good corporate manager or political or military head, but rather he was good at leading others to Jesus. Earlier in Acts 8, Philip went to Samaria and “proclaimed the Christ there.” Now, in this one-on-one encounter, we will see that Philip “opened his mouth… and told him the good news of Jesus.”

Verse 30 states, “Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet.” I have always envisioned Philip being quite the track star, able to run down a horse-drawn chariot! (Of course, I got that idea from watching Ben-Hur on the movie screen!) In fact, the chariot would have probably been an ox-drawn wagon and would not have moved at much more than walking pace, so that it would cause no difficulty for Philip to run alongside it and call out to the occupant.
 The fact that the eunuch as reading aloud (or having the scroll read to him aloud) does not mean that he was a poor reader; everyone back then customarily read aloud.
 

Returning to our text,

“Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked.

“How can I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to me?” So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. 

The eunuch was reading this passage of Scripture: “He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb before the shearer is silent, so he did not open his mouth. In his humiliation he was deprived of justice. Who can speak of his descendants? For his life was taken from the earth.”

The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?” Then Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus.
Notice Philip’s strategy. Rather than beginning with Jesus, he starts with where the eunuch was. The eunuch was reading Scripture—probably out loud, so that Philip knew what he was reading—and Philip asked if he understood it. The eunuch then invited Philip to explain the Scripture to him. (What an open door for ministry that is!)

Today, we need to be careful not to give people answers before we know what their questions are. Sure, Jesus Christ is the ultimate Answer they need, but if we don’t bother to find out where they are in their search, they won’t want to listen to our answer! Most likely, we won’t find people reading the Bible out loud like this eunuch was. They are more likely to be talking about news, politics, sports, fashion, or the latest in movies, books, television, or music. Find out where they are, where their interests lie, and engage them there. Then, as Philip did, we can begin at that very place and tell them the good news about Jesus.

As I say that, I must also emphasize that it is not enough to be a good listener and see where they are. We must take them from where they are and lead them to Jesus. The eunuch’s question was a good one, and scholars have debated the same point for over two thousand years. Philip might have gotten lost in a discussion of the options. Instead, he went immediately to the application of the prophecy to Jesus.
 The bottom line of our witnessing is that Jesus is the one to talk about—not comparative religions or the weather or the problem of pain.
 If we don’t tell them about Jesus and their need of Him, we haven’t witnessed.

We are not told all of what Philip said to the eunuch, but we read of the results in verses 36-38,

As they traveled along the road, they came to some water and the eunuch said, “Look, here is water. Why shouldn’t I be baptized?” And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptized him. 

The niv includes a footnote at the end of verse 36. Some late manuscripts add verse 37, “Philip said, ‘If you believe with all your heart, you may.’ The eunuch answered, ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.’” At some point, a scribe probably inserted the text because it seemed strange that the eunuch was baptized with no mention of his conversion.
 While Acts 8:37 is not found in all the New Testament manuscripts, there is certainly nothing in it that is unbiblical. In the days of the early church, converts were not baptized unless they first gave a clear testimony of their faith in Jesus Christ.
 The same is true in our church today.

Verses 39-40 conclude,

When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing. Philip, however, appeared at Azotus and traveled about, preaching the gospel in all the towns until he reached Caesarea.
The Greek word used in verse 39 is the same used in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 where Paul speaks of Christians being raptured or caught up in the clouds with Jesus. Luke leaves little room to see this in anything but literal terms. For reasons known only to the Holy Spirit, Philip disappeared from one place and then appeared somewhere else. Luke’s choice of words implies that Philip’s sudden removal came as a surprise to him; after getting his bearings, he realized that he had been taken to Azotus.
 Azotus was the old Philistine town formerly called Ashdod, twenty miles north of Gaza and sixty miles south of Caeserea.
 There he seems to have settled down—at least, it is there that we find him when he makes his next appearance in the narrative, twenty years later. By that time he had become a family man, with four daughters, each one a prophetess—worthy children of such a father.

Meanwhile, the Ethiopian eunuch continued home, rejoicing over his newfound faith. From what we know from history, African mission work started here. The names, the places, and the connections have been lost, but a curiously strong Christian church developed in Nubia.
 The gospel was on its way to “the ends of the earth.”

Philip’s experience ought to encourage us in our own personal witness for the Lord. To begin with, God directed Philip to the right person at the right time. You and I are not likely to have angels instruct us, but we can know the guidance of the Holy Spirit in our witnessing, if we are walking in the Spirit and praying for God’s direction.

We need to be a good listener, like Philip was. We need to be listening to the direction of God within us, even when it may not seem to make good sense. And we need to be listening to others, discovering where they are in life and what their questions are before we give them the answer.

Yet we need to be good leaders, too, like Philip was. We need to take people where they are and lead them to Jesus. We have not witnessed to them until we tell them about Jesus and His power to save. It takes courage to do this, for many don’t want to hear about Jesus in our day. 

Once again we see Philip breaking down barriers. Earlier he crossed the ethnic divide as he preached to the Samaritans; now he breaks down the racial barrier by telling a black man about Jesus. We must be willing to tell everyone who needs the Gospel. I like how one author put it: “We have not obeyed the command of the Lord Jesus until our circle of witness is as large as the circle of His will.”
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