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We are working through this summary of our Doctrinal Statement.


God created and spoke to us about Jesus our Savoir;


The Spirit unites us in love, in hope and in Mission.


Being in the 6th section, we are talking this month about the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit unites his church.  The Spirit gives life to those who were spiritually dead.  The spirit creates a community which together does the work of Jesus in the world. 


This Sunday we conclude with the story of Phillip and the Ethiopian Eunuch, which is found in Acts 8.  The book of Acts shows us that the Spirit of God uses many things to accomplish his work:  miraculous gifts, opposition and persecution are among them.   Our story today shows the way that The Spirit of God and the Word of God work together in one man’s conversion.

I.  The Holy Spirit Breaks Barriers.


Before we get to that story in the book of Acts, we have to review what has already happened in the story of the Gospel, before we get to Chapter 8.  It is the story of overcoming barriers.  There can be many obstacles to the Gospel.  There were in those days as there are in ours.  Don’t fool yourself in thinking that it was easy back then and that we have it hard!  I want to show you three barriers that the Holy Spirit broke in order to advance the Gospel story in the world.


Weakness – Acts 2


When Jesus was crucified, it meant that the great crowds who were drawn to him had disappeared.  Where once there was the cry of Hosanna, within days there was the cry of “Crucify him.”  Where there had been thousands following him, now even the closest disciples had fled and hid.

We pick up that part when there is a group of 120 followers of Jesus who had gathered in Jerusalem.  These had seen Jesus after his death and resurrection – he had said to wait until he would send the gift of the Spirit.  So these gathered and prayed.


What could 120 ordinary people do?  On a good Sunday, we have about that number at Bethany – if you count upstairs and downstairs and the church mouse.  Do you think Bethany is ready to take over the world?


The Spirit fell on these 120 – who were small in number and weak.  The spirit gave them boldness and words to speak.  Peter, who weeks before had denied Jesus stood before ht crowds and preached the gospel and 3000 came to faith.


The Spirit of God broke the barrier of weakness.


Division – Acts 6


After the church had been growing for some time there came a division.  This was almost the first church spilt!  The believers who spoke Aramaic and keep to the customs of Israel were divided from those who were more influenced by the culture and who spoke Greek.  So the Greek speakers complained that their poor were not being cared for fairly – that things were not even.


So the apostles called on the people to select 7 men who could administer this work.  The apostles did not deny the need for the work, but they had other things to do.  They said to select men with two qualifications: that they be full of the Spirit and that they be wise.


So they selected 7, two of which also turned out to be used as evangelists in this story.  The division was resolved.


Note that the first qualification was that these men be “filled with the spirit.”  It was not their administrative ability that was needed, but their spiritual fullness.


The Spirit of God broke the barrier of Division.


Race – One of these 7 was Stephen.  He was a powerful witness for the Gospel and for that reason was arrested.  He so upset the people in his speech, that they killed him.  After this a persecution broke out and the church that was not in the thousands was disbursed from Jerusalem in to the surrounding country side.

Perhaps the evil one thought he had crushed this thing called the church – but the spreading only caused it to spread like a fire in dry grass.  So we find that one of the 7 named Phillip heads north to Samaria.   You know from the parable of the Good Samaritan, and from the Samaritan woman, that Jews and Samaritans hated each other.  The Samaritans had spilt from Judea centures before; they had built their own temple and had intermarried with gentiles.  So they were different racially and religiously – though they claimed the same God.


Phillip when north to Samaria and preached the gospel.  The people heard this message, saw the signs and wonders, and believed.  Later Peter and John came north from Jerusalem and put their stamp of approval on these believers, and they began to preach to Samaritans from town to town as they returned south.


The Spirit of God, who enabled the preachers and opened the hearts of the listeners, broke the barrier of race.


This is an interesting pattern isn’t it?  Do you think the Spirit who broke barriers in the 1st Century can do it today?


In a city like Madison, many people think of Evangelical Christians as being the very same thing as “Red State” conservatives.  And many in our community are seen as being the very same as “Blue State” progressives.  There are in our country very few times when Red State and Blue State members speak to each other.


Do you think that the Spirit of God can break this barrier?  If he did, how would he do it?  Let’s look at our story in Acts 8:26-40
II. The Holy Spirit & the Word of God.   Acts 8:26-40


In Chapter 8, Phillip goes north to Samaria, he travels south to Gaza and then he returns north along the shore line of the Mediterranean all the way to Caesarea.  This movement and his work is all enabled by the Holy Spirit.  In the middle of that was an encounter with one man in particular – there is no reason Phillip and this man should have any encounter – they have nothing at all uncommon, but the Spirit of God puts them together with a miraculous result.


(Read Text)

Spiritual Appointment


Phillip is directed by an angel of the Lord to take a road, that travels from Jerusalem and down towards Gaza, the road then turns south toward Egypt.  The road from Jerusalem was about 50 miles long, and it goes through the desert.  There was no good reason to take this road – it was an establish road for those who traveled to Egypt, but Phillip was not planning on going to Egypt.  He had been preaching the gospel in Samaria to the north.


What this emphasizes is that this encounter was instigated by God.  This is reinforced by what we see in verse 29 and 29.  It is the Holy spirit who compels Phillip to come alongside the chariot and ask what the man was reading.  This is not normal behavior – particularly if you happen upon wealthy foreign dignitaries.  And in verse 39, the Spirit moves Phillip out of the picture as quickly as he moves him into it.


It is interesting to me that sometimes God moved his people to evangelism by means of command – they knew the Great commission and so they shared the gospel wherever they went.  He also moved his people by means of opposition and persecution – after Stephen was killed, it says that “Those who had been scattered preached the gospel wherever they went.” (8:4)


Here is a third and very unusual method – by specific appointment, Phillip was brought to meet one specific man.


I believe that the Spirit of God moves today in all of these ways to create appointments.  I think that wars and economics have brought the nations to America and so we have the opportunity to share the Gospel with the world, who lives at our door step.  I think that a job search can move you from one place to another.  And I know that at times we get a sense that God wants us to spend time with someone in particular.  We should recognize these as the ways the Lord works to move his people who have the word of God to those who do not.


Spiritual Preparation


I knew a couple who accepted an assignment to plant a church in the city of Elburn, Illinois.  They had a good point of view.  As they went and visited with neighbors, gave out invitations and answered various calls, they said that they did not get discouraged by those who were not interested in their ministry.  They said that they were looking for those that God had already prepared to receive the Gospel, or who were already looking for a church.  They believed that God was already working, and they only had to find those people.


When Phillip came upon the Ethiopian, it was clear that the Lord had already been at work.


He had gone to Jerusalem to worship.  (v. 27).  This is quite interesting.  Here was a man from Africa.  He was in service to the Queen of that country.  A man in his position had a lot of power – subject to the will of this queen.  Candace was the hereditary title for the Queens of that country.  The King was considered too exalted to meddle with such earthly concerns, and so the Queen was the one who governed.  Now this man had left his responsibilities and had gone on a mission to worship God in Jerusalem.


What was behind this?  Clearly that God desired that the blessings he placed on Abraham’s descendants were to be shared with the nations.  God said to Abraham, “Through you all the nations will be blessed.”

But this individual had been drawn to the God of Israel and to the place where the Worship of God was centralized.


The text does not tell us if he were somehow already a Jewish convert or if he was a “god fearer” which was a term given to gentiles who were not full converts, but who took a great interest in the God of Abraham.


He had a scroll of Isaiah.  (v. 28).  This man had acquired a scroll of the Prophet Isaiah.  Such scrolls were not easily acquired.  They were expensive because all of these scrolls had to be made by hand and copied by hand, in such a way that they are without coping errors.


Isaiah is an interesting choice.  For that Prophet had a vision of the Kingdom of God being spread to the nations.  He spoke of a day of peace when nations would beat their weapons into peaceful tools.  He saw the day when the nations would come to worship god in Jerusalem – as this man had done.  He even predicted that a day would come with foreigners and eunuchs would have a place in God’s own house.  Listen to Isaiah 56: 3-5

3 Let no foreigner who has bound himself to the LORD say, 

“The LORD will surely exclude me from his people.” 
And let not any eunuch complain   
“I am only a dry tree.”

4 For this is what the LORD says:

“To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths,

who choose what pleases me

and hold fast to my covenant   —

5 to them I will give within my temple and its walls t
a memorial   and a name

better than sons and daughters;

I will give them an everlasting name 
that will not be cut off. 

A Spiritual Text

As Phillip approached the Ethiopian was reading from three chapters earlier in the Prophet.  He was reading in that great text, Isaiah 53.  you and I know this as a prophecy of the Suffering of Jesus.  In Isaiah 53, a Suffering Servant is described.  

7 He was oppressed  and afflicted,

yet he did not open his mouth; 
he was led like a lamb  to the slaughter, 
and as a sheep before her shearers is silent,

so he did not open his mouth…


He turns to Philip and asks “Is the prophet telling about himself or someone else?   This servant could not be the whole nation, for it is about a “he”.  Who is this man?


So Philip beginning in Isaiah 53, and spreading out from there explains the message of Jesus.  He was able to tie together the description in the Book of Isaiah with the events in the life of Jesus and explain the gospel.


So we see that the Holy Spirit, even in this remarkable event, did not bypass the word of god, but he highlighted it.  The Spirit is not against the bible.  The Spirit is not against reading or scholarship.  The Spirit is the one who opens us to its meaning.  And we also know that the Spirit is he who gives gifted workers to the church – so Philip a Spirit-gifted teacher explains the gospel to a Spirit-drawn seeker, who is eager to understand the spirit-inspired text of scripture.


We do not rely on the Word without the Spirit, nor the Spirit without the Word.  We rely upon Word & Spirit.

Spiritual Transformation

So as they traveled along, they came to a certain place.  The Ethiopian asked, “what is to stop me from being baptized.” 


So they stopped the chariot, got out, walked into the water, and Philip baptized him then and there.


We know that this was not only an outward act. Here this high official, in front of his servants allowed himself to be baptized by a simple man of Israel who followed Jesus.


Then what happened.  Philip is removed to go preach elsewhere – he follows the road north from Gaza toward Cesarean, and shares the gospel along the way.


And the Ethiopian eunuch? He goes no southward to his country, rejoicing because he found the answer to his questions.  Not in the temple in Jerusalem, but in the Spirit inspired words of Isaiah, as explained to him by Philip.


What are we to learn from this?

· The Spirit of God is in the business of breaking barriers.  Do you think barriers of Red State and Blue state are too strong?  Do you think barriers of race or economics are too strong?  
· The Spirit of God will use his people who in turn use his word to share the message of Jesus.
