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Text 
Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road – the desert road – that goes down from 
Jerusalem to Gaza” 27 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, 28 and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah the prophet. 29 The 
Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” 30 Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the 
man reading Isaiah the prophet. “Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked. 31 “How can 
I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to me?” So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. 32 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. 33 In his humiliation he was deprived of justice. 
Who can speak of his descendants? For his life was taken from the earth.” 34 The eunuch asked Philip, 
“Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?” 35 Then Philip began with 
that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus. 36 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?” 37  38 

And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and 
Philip baptized him. 39 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. 40 Philip, however, appeared at 
Azotus and traveled about, preaching the gospel in all the towns until he reached Caesarea. 
 
Introduction 
 How many of you want to be people who are in tune with God – someone who 
experiences a living, intimate, spiritual connection with the divine; a relationship with 
God that’s more like a relationship with a spouse or a long-time friend than a relationship 
with Abraham Lincoln or Winston Churchill or some other dead historical figure that you 
find an affinity to; a relationship where you are aware of God guiding you every minute 
of every day and where you are obedient?  Do you want that?  I’m making the 
assumption that on some level everyone here does or is at least interested in hearing 
more, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. 
 I know I do.  I want more of that kind of spiritual intimacy with the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.  That’s one of the things I’m getting out of our corporate immersion in 
the book of Acts.  I want the electricity of Pentecost to course through the conduit of my 
soul.  I want the spirituality I see exhibited in Stephen and Philip – men who were said to 
be “full of the Holy Spirit;” I want my face to glow with the radiance that comes from 
being in God’s presence; I want it to be of a qualitatively different luminosity than the 
dark, false spiritualities prevalent in the world.  Our time in Acts combined with some of 
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the things God has been directing me to in my reading has been stirring up in me a 
hunger for a deeper union with the Holy (for example I read an enjoyable book on 
Christian spirituality over Christmas called Blue Like Jazz). 
 This account we’re looking at today is an example of what it looks like to be led 
by the Holy Spirit.  I hope it drives us to be more in tune with God.  He’s inviting us right 
now to be like Philip, to go deeper in our walk with him.  What I believe he wants to say 
to us today through this passage of Holy Writ is just this: I am everywhere and always 
up to something and I want you to be attuned to it and ready to join in. 
 
Would you pray with me?... 
 
Following the Spirit’s Lead (vv. 26-31) 
 It’s been a little while since we were in Acts together.  Remember that Philip was 
introduced as one of the seven proto-deacons back in ch. 6 and then he took over for 
Stephen as the main character in the story of Acts at the beginning of ch. 8.  The last time 
we were in Acts we looked at the beginning of ch. 8 and saw how God used Philip to 
spread the gospel message across serious ethno-religio-cultural barriers to the Samaritans 
and we looked at Philip’s spirituality vis-à-vis Simon the Sorcerer’s. 

Now Luke inserts another dramatic story about Philip, this time participating in 
some one-on-one evangelism.  We’re not sure exactly how much time has elapsed 
between v. 25 and v. 26 or where Philip is at geographically at the time of v. 26, but we 
simply read that “an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Go south to the road – the desert 
road – that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza’” (v. 26).  That’s a pretty specific 
command, isn’t it?  It’s also a pretty peculiar request of the Lord.  “Why, Lord, would I 
do that?  It doesn’t make any sense.” 

But Philip obeyed without hesitation.  Verse 27 – “So he started out, and on his 
way [what do you know] he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of 
all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians.”  The man would have been black.  
He was actually from the modern day area that’s Sudan, not Ethiopia.  And we see that he 
was “employed in the court service of the queen mother, who was known by the 
hereditary title of Candace and was the effective ruler of the country.”1 

Where’s he coming from?  From Jerusalem, right?  Luke tells us that he’s just 
been there to worship at the temple.  He was either a Jewish proselyte or a Gentile God-
fearer, probably the former because he has his own copy of the Scriptures.  So he’s 
probably a distant convert to Judaism.  And so while he’s riding along in his chariot – the 
Lexus or BMW of biblical times – with his entourage going back home to his country 
south of Egypt he’s reading from the book of Isaiah. 

Then, get this, it says, “The Spirit told Philip, ‘Go to that chariot and stay near it’” 
(v. 29).  Again, he’s probably like, “What!?  This is weird.  It’s not normal.  In fact, it’s 
bizarre.”  But, again, he obeys immediately and runs up alongside the chariot making its 
way through the dry, dusty, scorching sands and walks for a little while, long enough to 
overhear what was going on inside the coach.  He heard the dark-skinned magistrate 
reading out loud (as was the custom back then) and the words sounded familiar.  By the 
way, do you ever read the Bible aloud?  You should try it.  Like praying out loud has 
greatly aided my prayer life, so reading the Bible out loud helps many times when I’m 
trying to focus in my personal times with God.  Reading and praying silently are 
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relatively new practices.  Ajith Fernando also suggests from this text that “we can use our 
travel time well by reading good books.”2  I’d like to see more of us reading more… of 
the Bible first and foremost, but also of other books.  Just some tangential observations 
and suggestions, but they’re not the main point. 

The guy in the chariot is reading during the ride and reading out loud and Philip 
maybe feeling a little stupid walking alongside a chariot in the desert hears the words of 
Isaiah and asks, “Do you understand what you are reading” (v. 30?).  “‘How can I,’ he 
said [in a high voice], ‘unless someone explains it to me’” (v. 31a)?  Remember: he’s a 
eunuch.  “So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him” (v. 31b). 

Here’s a man who was full of the Spirit and we see that he was guided by God.  
God, through an angel, told him to go to the lonely desert highway.  And the Holy Spirit, 
once he was there, nudged him to stick near a chariot traveling the highway.  Philip’s ears 
were opened to hear these promptings and he was willing to obey.  Are you open 
to/aware of the Spirit’s leading in your life?  Are you so tight with God, so close to Christ 
that you recognize his footprints all around you?  Do you get up in the morning and 
expect to hear from the Spirit throughout the day?  Or do you for the most part walk 
through your days spiritually aloof and inattentive, like I do many times?  Have you had 
any Philip-like experiences lately? 

Now I have to tell you some of my journey with this stuff.  I was raised in the 
Quaker tradition.  If you don’t know much about Quakerism, one of the major aspects of 
this stream is an emphasis on the subjective leading of the Spirit within us.  Originally, 
their meetings were “unprogrammed” meaning there was no “priest” or “preacher,” but 
people just gathered and waited most of the time in silence for the Spirit to give a 
message to someone and then that person would share that message and many others 
would take part.  I don’t doubt that in the early days of the movement there was a genuine 
working of the Holy Spirit, sometimes even manifesting itself in physical shaking – thus 
the nickname Quaker. 

Within the broad spectrum of Quakerism today there are still some 
“unprogrammed” meetings, but the one I grew up in had a pastor and a sermon and an 
organ and a hymnal and many other practices absorbed from more mainstream American 
evangelicalism.  The Quaker distinctive of my home church, though, was this 5-20 
minute period during the worship service where we would sit and listen for the Spirit’s 
voice.  And so much of my early religious activity was within this atmosphere, trying to 
get God to speak to me in some subjective, “spiritual” way. 
 The problem with this over-emphasis on the subjective experience of God was a 
correlating de-emphasis on the teaching and preaching of God’s authoritative Word to the 
point that most if not all “unprogrammed” Quaker churches today cannot legitimately be 
called Christian.  In college I rebelled against this.  I started to think it was silly and 
swung to the other side (what is it with pendulum swings?).  A book that made quite an 
impression on me early on (and I still think it’s a great book) was J.I. Packer’s Knowing 
God, not Henry Blackaby’s Experiencing God or Chuck Colson’s Loving God or A.W. 
Tozer’s The Pursuit of God or even John Piper’s Desiring God (that came a little later), 
but Knowing God. 

And in that book Packer subtly poked fun at Quakers and told stories about 
fanatics, one of whom would get up in the morning and after the voice of God told her to 
get dressed “as she put on each article she asked the Lord whether she was to put it on, 
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and very often the Lord would tell her to put on the right shoe and leave off the other; 
sometimes she was to put on both stockings and no shoes; and sometimes both shoes and 
no stockings.”  Packer also shared of another lady who explained that “there have been 
times when, in order to help my friends to receive the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, I have 
felt distinctly led of the Lord to have them get into bed with me and lie back to back 
without any night-gown between.”3 

And I would read these crazy stories and supply some of my own and I would 
laugh and laugh and say with a bit of disdain, “Mystics!”  For quite a time I was highly 
skeptical of what I derogatorily referred to as “mysticism” because I had seen it abused – 
God supposedly telling people in Quaker meetings things that were directly contrary to 
Scripture and immoral.  And it’s true – the perceived subjective leadings of the Spirit 
must be tested and always be subject to the authority of God’s Word and, I believe, held 
up to the tradition of the church and even checked with the elders of your local body 
sometimes.  I’m still big into doctrine and thinking and believe that one of the biggest 
ways to the heart is through the mind.  But I’m realizing that Scripture doesn’t in any 
way, shape, or form extol a dry, cerebral, hyper-rationalized type of faith.  In fact it 
seems to indicate that the Spirit does work subjectively.  I’m beginning to think that 
Donald Miller is right when he says that “you cannot be a Christian without being a 
mystic” and that “when we reduce Christian spirituality to math we defile the Holy.”4 

I believe that God is alive and real and mysterious and moving and “his paths are 
[ultimately] beyond tracing out” (Rom. 11:33).  I believe he’s at work in his creation 
today.  I believe he’s ‘the Presence in our midst’5 right now orchestrating things.  I 
believe he speaks to people, never contradicting Scripture and not revealing new truths 
not found in Scripture, but complementing Scripture, pointing us to Scripture, applying 
Scripture to the nitty-gritty of our lives.  Leading us.  I believe there’s someone in our 
church that God speaks to regularly through dreams.  She’s always testing them against 
the Bible and often runs them by me or another elder to see what we think and I think it’s 
real. 

I believe that life in the Spirit is not dry and theoretical and static, but dynamic 
and interactive and always moving.  I believe what Kent Hughes (who actually came out 
of the Quaker tradition himself to become one of the great expository preachers of the 
twentieth century) says is true: “When we are in touch with the Holy Spirit, we will be 
sensitive to his guidance – sometimes through difficulties, sometimes through an inner 
voice, maybe even through angels.”6 

Maybe it doesn’t seem this way to you because you don’t expect God to lead, 
guide, and direct you throughout the day.  Maybe you don’t expect to interact with him 
and so you’re blind to his presence in the details of your life.  Maybe you almost 
subconsciously try to avoid his voice because the promptings he’s given you in the past 
you’ve disobeyed; you’re scared of what he might be nudging you to do.  May the story 
of Philip cause us to reevaluate and begin to expect and desire more intimacy with the 
Holy Spirit and open our ears to hear his voice and detect his leading.  And may we seek 
to be more cooperative. 

Now here’s the critical part of living this way.  We have to recognize that God is 
everywhere and always up to something.  God directed Philip some place and then Philip 
was expected to be attuned to where God was working and in that to see where he was 
supposed to jump in.  You see God had already been at work in this Ethiopian eunuch.  
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He had directed his life so that he heard of the covenant God of Israel and was interested 
in him.  The eunuch was just coming back from Jerusalem and was searching through the 
Scriptures.  He had a God-given hunger for the things of God.  Philip was being led by 
God to cross paths (quite literally) with the eunuch and to have a part in what God was 
doing in this man. 

Eugene Peterson, a man of God whom I respect a lot, challenges pastors 
particularly (but it goes for everyone) to not be so quick to seize the initiative in our 
lives/to charge ahead with our own agenda but rather to cultivate an “awareness that God 
has already seized the initiative.  The traditional doctrine defining this truth,” he says, “is 
prevenience…  Prevenience is the conviction that God has been working diligently, 
redemptively, and strategically before I appeared on the scene, before I was aware there 
was something here for me to do.”  Peterson then says that the question we should be 
asking ourselves is, “What has God set in motion that I can get in on?”7  Do you see that?  
That’s what a man or woman attuned to the Holy Spirit will be doing. 

And once you start doing that you see God’s unmistakable hand at work all over 
the place… and that’s where you go.  The trouble is: our ears are many times not tuned to 
listen for the Ethiopian eunuchs around us.  We see so one dimensionally, because we 
haven’t trained ourselves to see the unseen.  Folks, this is primarily how God speaks to 
us.  He wants us to be on the lookout for where he has been doing stuff and go work with 
him there. 

Let me tell you a story from my life to illustrate a little bit.  Before I came to 
Immanuel a year and a half ago I was working part-time at a law firm in the Loop as a 
courier – delivering stuff and doing filings at the government buildings.  There was this 
other guy who I worked with who did the same thing – *****.  We became friends and 
talked a fair amount and he knew that I also worked at a church and was a Christian and 
all that, but we hadn’t had a chance yet to talk about spiritual things until one night.  It 
was around the time The Passion of the Christ came out and we talked a little bit about 
that and what it meant at the end of the day before we both left work. 

The next afternoon when I came in one of the secretaries said, “Did you here 
about *****?”  “No, what happened?”  “His wife just died in the middle of the night!”  
He woke up that morning next to a dead, cold wife – the mother of his three young kids – 
from a rare blood virus.  She had felt sick the past couple days, but she just thought it was 
the flu or something.  One of my first times in this neighborhood was when I took a taxi 
cab ride to **** to deliver some money people at the office had collected for *****.  
After awhile he came back to work, but he wasn’t himself.  The office manager 
recognized this and let me go talk to him for a whole afternoon one time and I shared 
about my understanding of life and death and the hope I have in Jesus, prayed with him… 
all that.  He listened and shared his heart and we became good friends; we connected. 

Eventually, he had to take an indefinite leave of absence from work to deal with 
stuff and I quit working there and lost his contact information, but I have to tell you he 
was in the back of my mind the whole time we were going through the relocation process 
to this area.  Why would God lead me to pastor a church that had already been praying 
about moving to the UIC area?  Weird, huh?  I didn’t know exactly where he lived, but 
every time I drove by **** or walked by on a prayer walk I thought of *****. 

Then one day this last fall out of the blue I was walking back home from the 
YMCA after talking to some out of town people interested in what God was doing in 
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Chicago and church-planting and who should I run into but ***** ********!  We 
embraced, caught up a little.  He told me he still had the card I had written him when his 
wife died on the top of his television.  I told him this was a God-thing and I wanted to 
hook back up with him again.  He told me his address. 

I had been meaning to pay him a visit and was thinking about what we could do 
for him for Christmas and Andrea and I decided to put together a bunch of Christmas 
cookies and take them over along with a book.  We had talked about doing it one night 
and when the night came I was tired and part of me for some stupid reason didn’t want to 
pull together the energy to visit him, but I felt the Spirit pushing me to do it.  So Andrea 
and I put together the stuff and started to drive over there.  It was a bitterly cold night.  
The streets were abandoned except for that eerie, Chicago, yellow glow and as we turned 
onto Morgan I saw someone walking in the street by University Commons carrying 
groceries.  It looked like *****.  It was.  We stopped and picked him up and told him he 
wasn’t going to believe this, but we were just headed to his house.  I told him it was a 
God-thing again.  We visited and set up some stuff to do together in the future. 

Now you can’t tell me that God is not real and that he does not have his hands all 
over this and that he wants me and us as a church to get in on it.  I’d have to be totally 
numb to the Holy Spirit to miss that.  As Christians we don’t believe in pure 
coincidences, do we?  So what’s up with all these divine appointments?  The Holy Spirit 
is trying to tell me something.  The Holy Spirit is clearly working in *****’s life and he’s 
clearly nudging me to renew our friendship and see what happens.  That’s how it works. 

And this kind of stuff is happening all the time.  God is at work all around us.  He 
was doing something independently in the eunuch’s life and he brought Philip into an 
awareness of that and Philip was supposed to recognize and join in.  He’s doing 
something in ***** ********’s life.  He’s doing stuff in this neighborhood.  Are your 
antennas up for how he’s at work in your co-workers lives and how he’s calling you to be 
a part of it?  Are you cognizant of the needs that are so obvious in the immediate 
neighborhood that he has providentially led you to live in?  How about the person you 
run into in the supermarket or the person sitting near you on the plane?  The British 
evangelist Major Ian Thomas once was on a plane, tired and ready to sleep, when “he 
heard a ‘psssst’ and then another ‘psssst.’  Looking in the direction of the sound, he heard 
a man say, ‘I am reading in the Bible about Nicodemus in John 3, and I do not understand 
it.  Do you know anything about the Bible?’”8  Sometimes it will be obvious, sometimes 
more subtle, but Prevenience is at work and through it God is calling us to hear his voice 
saying, “Pssst.  Come over here and join me!” 
 
Pointing People to Christ (vv. 32-35) 
 Philip obeyed that voice and was led into the carriage with the eunuch.  The 
specific passage in Isaiah that the eunuch was caught up on was Is. 53:7-8 (LXX) – a part 
of that great prediction of Jesus’ sufferings on the cross.  The popular opinion of the day 
that saw the Messiah as a conquering political figure completely dismissed the possibility 
that the Suffering Servant of Is. 53 could be referring to the Messiah.  One interpretation 
was that Isaiah was talking about himself and how he was treated.  But this just didn’t 
seem to jive in the eunuch’s mind and so “Philip began with that very passage of 
Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus” (v. 35).  And what better passage to 
start from? 
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 It’s so clearly about Jesus.  It all makes sense when held up against the life of 
Jesus.  Philip, as Jesus taught his disciples back in Luke 24, had a Christocentric view of 
Scripture.  It all pointed to Jesus.  Jesus was the fulfillment of Isaiah, in fact of the whole 
Bible.  He was the long-awaited Messiah.  Everything the God of Israel had been doing 
was leading up to Jesus and he had come and fulfilled all of it.  It had happened and the 
eunuch could now live in light of the kingdom Jesus had brought.  We’ve talked a lot 
about this before.  It’s how we approach the Bible here at this church.  Last summer at JT 
and Grace’s (long-time IBCers) going-way party Grace shared about her memories of her 
first few visits to IBC and thinking we were doing a series on Jesus, when really we were 
just preaching through some OT book, I think. 
 Can you explain Christ from the Scriptures?  If you were picked up and dropped 
somewhere in the OT, say the wilderness wanderings or the period of the Judges, could 
you find your way easily to Golgotha and the empty tomb in the NT?  You should be able 
to, if you’re a believer.  If you’re here today and don’t know how Jesus is the fulfillment 
of thousands of years of salvation-history, you should check it out.  It’s really cool! 
 But back to you Christians: can you explain Christ from the Scripture?  That’s one 
question but I want to ask another one: can you explain Christ from our culture?  I ask 
that because you’re probably more likely today to find someone with questions about 
existence and suffering and the latest Switchfoot or U2 album than Is. 53.  Are you 
listening for these questions and open to the Spirit’s directing you to people who God 
may be working on through other things and start from there and tell them the good news 
about Jesus?  It takes a little skill.  Are you practicing?  I want people in our church to be 
able to turn on the radio and listen to 101.9 The Mix and know how to use the lyrics in 
those modern poems and show how it points to Christ.  Are you tuned to see how the 
Spirit’s moving in our culture and adept at making the connections to Christ to show how 
he is the fulfillment of everything – Scripture and also human hungers and longings and 
art and beauty?  That’s what someone who is attuned to God is ready to do.  Could you 
do that? 
 
Conversion and Baptism (vv. 36-40) 

“As they traveled along the road” it all finally made sense to the official – God 
had sent the Son who was the answer to all his questions.  He like a sheep had gone 
astray, but Jesus like a compliant lamb “was pierced for [his] transgressions, he was 
crushed for [his] iniquities; the punishment that brought [him] peace was upon [Jesus], 
and by his wounds [he] was healed” (Is. 53:5).  He believed.  And Philip, like Peter did 
on Pentecost, probably challenged him to “repent and be baptized… in the name of Jesus 
Christ for the forgiveness of [his] sins” (2:38) and “they came to some water and the 
eunuch said, ‘Look, here is water.  Why shouldn’t I be baptized?’” (v. 36) and Philip 
said, “No reason, if you believe with all your heart.”  And so the chariot stopped right 
there and Philip baptized his brother.  It can happen fast sometimes.  It doesn’t always.  
More often than not I think it takes time, but it can happen as fast or slow as God wants it 
to. 

And again I’ll just point out that baptism, ideally, signifies the start of the 
Christian walk; it’s supposed to mark the beginning of the union between a believer and 
Jesus Christ.  It’s a powerful symbol of that new life.  If you’re a believer in Christ but 
haven’t been baptized yet, come talk to me.  It’s never too late.  If you want to become a 
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believer, come talk to me after the service or the person you came with or the person 
sitting next to you and you can be baptized and begin living a new life in Christ right 
away.  We’ll set something up soon; it’s too cold to go over to Lake Michigan this 
afternoon. 

After the desert baptism service it says, “The Spirit of the Lord suddenly took 
Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing” (v. 
39).  Irenaeus reports that the eunuch became the first missionary to Ethiopia.9  It makes 
sense.  Philip’s departure seems abrupt, doesn’t it?  Some have described Philip as being 
whisked away on a “supersonic ride”10 undertaken “with miraculous velocity,”11 kind of 
Star Trekish.  And perhaps that’s what it was; there are similarities here to the story in 
Luke of Jesus on the Emmaus road and that’s what happened to Jesus.  But I don’t think 
we have to read it this way.  Philip wasn’t in his resurrected body.  Most likely he just 
sensed the Spirit’s call for him to leave and go somewhere else and he did.  He bid a 
quick farewell and off they went.  He preached in Azotus and some other places before 
settling in Caesarea, which is where we find him later in ch. 21:8 with his four grown, 
unmarried daughters who prophesied. 
 
Conclusion 
 Philip was a man who lived a Spirit-filled life and that meant he was led by the 
Spirit.  Are you led by the Spirit?  You ask: “How is the Holy Spirit leading me in my 
life?”  Just look around you and ask the Holy Spirit to open your eyes to see where God 
is at work and how he is speaking to you through the arrangement of the pieces on the 
playing board of Providence.  You’ll start to see his unmistakable sign posts everywhere 
saying, “Go this direction.  Turn here...”  I can also tell you that God is speaking to us 
right now through Scripture and he’s saying, “I am everywhere and always up to 
something and I want you to be attuned to it and ready to join in.”  Do you hear his 
voice?  Let’s spend a few minutes in silence listening to his voice, Quaker-style.  If you 
feel compelled to share something brief with us, stand up and speak.  If not just be still 
and know that he is God.  Be like Samuel: “Speak, for your servant is listening.” (1Sam. 
3:10).  After awhile we’ll respond to the Lord in song. 
 
Benediction 
May God open our eyes wide to see his activity in this world and fill us with the joy of 
being a part of it.  May you go forth from here and be led by the Holy Spirit. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 8, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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