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Rev. Karen Freeman, May 2, 2021, Easter 5:  Acts 8:26-40; Ps 22:24-30; 1 John 4:7-21; John 15:1-8 
 

“What is to prevent me from being baptized?”  In today’s first reading, from the Book of Acts, 

chapter 8, Philip meets a man who should have had every reason to feel excluded from faith in 

the God of the Jewish people.  But with Philip under the Spirit’s guidance, it’s clear that with 

God all the exclusion points have disappeared. 

 

In a paper produced by the United Nations on the topic, “social exclusion describes a state in 

which individuals are unable to participate fully in economic, social, political and cultural life, 

as well as the process leading to and sustaining such a state”  (https://www.un.org “Identifying 

Social Inclusion and Exclusion”, chapter 1). 

 

Structural exclusion can occur on the basis of age, gender, sexual identity, ethnic group, 

income level, place of residence, place of birth or nationality and level of ability.  Of course, in 

the Episcopal Church we want to be able to say we are inclusive – that we welcome all – and 

so it should be.   

 

In the Vestry we are working with the concepts of “Invite, Welcome, Connect” – about how we 

can get better at inviting, welcoming and connecting people with other people, with Jesus, 

with Church and with the communities in which we live – how we can reduce the obstacles for 

people coming to a living faith in Jesus Christ.  

 

We worship a man who was crucified - this was an obstacle to belief for Jews and Gentiles 

alike.  We read ancient scriptures to learn about God and to enrich our lives of discipleship – 

this is an obstacle to belief for many illiterate people or those who simply distrust such old 

texts.  We hold to certain beloved traditions in our worship – believe it or not, this is an 

obstacle to belief for some people!   

 

In Acts 8, we see that God broke down every obstacle to belief for the Ethiopian eunuch as 

Philip met with him on that wilderness road.   

 

Philip, aka Philip the Evangelist, was one of the seven chosen to “serve tables” in Acts 6 – 

chosen to minister to widows and the needy in the community, so that the Apostles could be 

free to focus their attention on the ministry of the word and prayer.  So Philip was a deacon, 

and we know that Philip was “of good standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom,” because 

that’s how the apostles decided who to choose as the first deacons (Acts 6:3).   
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Not only did Philip serve tables, he also preached and performed healing miracles in Samaria 

in Acts 8, some time before this wonderful day that 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.”  I wonder what 

Philip had to “get up” from – it could’ve been a nap, or the dinner table, or maybe he was 

kneeling in prayer – we don’t know.   

 

We’re also not told whether Philip had an internal battle about whether or not to get up and 

do what the angel instructed.  How was he sure this voice wasn’t a figment of his imagination? 

Did he even know why he was to set off down that road?  We don’t know – we only know that 

Philip “got up and went.”  Obedient, willing and open to whatever the Lord had in store for 

him, it wasn’t long before he found out what that was, as the Spirit guided Philip to a chariot 

on a road in the wilderness.  This was definitely a God-directed event. 

 

Let’s consider the Ethiopian eunuch, sitting inside the chariot.  The Book of Acts was written by 

Luke sometime around 80-90 AD, and in Luke’s world, an “Ethiopian” referred to anyone with 

dark skin, from territories south of Egypt, probably in what is now Sudan.  He was a foreigner.  

Not only that, he was a eunuch.  A eunuch is a castrated human male, usually employed to 

guard wealthy women, as they would not likely be tempted into an amorous liaison.  This 

particular eunuch worked for “The Candace” - a royal title - the queen of the Ethiopians, 

making the eunuch’s position one of considerable responsibility – our text says he was in 

charge of her entire treasury.  

 

But there were so many obstacles for him to come to faith in the God of Israel.   

As a eunuch, he could not be a Jew or a proselyte to Judaism – just take a look at 

Deuteronomy 23:1, and this is a quote, so don’t blame me: “No one whose testicles are 

crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.”  Along with 

the gentiles, a eunuch would be restricted to the outer court of the temple.  

 

But we know this Ethiopian eunuch was interested in Israel’s religion, because he had been to 

Jerusalem to worship, and at the point where Philip meets him, he was reading from the 

prophet Isaiah, chapter 53, verses 7-8... a prophecy we know to be about Jesus, though the 

eunuch didn’t yet know it.   
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“About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone 

else?” Then Philip proclaimed the good news to him about Jesus.  And Philip must have also 

spoken about baptism, too, because as soon as they came to some water, the eunuch cried 

out, “What is to prevent me from being baptized?”  

 

According to the Old Covenant, everything about the Ethiopian eunuch should have prevented 

him from being baptized – he was not Jewish, he was a foreigner, and he was castrated – all of 

these things meant he was “unclean” according to the Law of Moses.   

 

But the Baptism that he went through was not a baptism into the Jewish faith – it was a 

baptism into the body of Christ – into the New Covenant of Christ. Once, he was excluded – 

now he was included in the family of faith in Jesus Christ.  The conversion of the Ethiopian 

eunuch, from a region vastly removed from Jerusalem, signals the fulfillment of the promise to 

all those who are “far away,” bringing the gospel to the ends of the earth.  (2:39). And what a 

story he had to tell when he returned home, as presumably he did.  

 

Traditions later grew that the eunuch was the first Christian missionary to Africa, though Luke 

says nothing about his activity after his baptism beyond rejoicing.  But we can imagine that his 

joy would have overflowed into telling his story to others, and inviting them also to come to 

know the Lord and be baptized.   And that’s what evangelism essentially is:  listening to stories 

of others and telling our own stories - recognizing God in them and in ourselves – in the 

Embracing Evangelism course we call it “seeking, naming & celebrating” God’s goodness in our 

lives and the lives of those around us. 

 

In Ephesians 2:11-14, Paul says to the Gentiles, “Remember that at one time you were without 

Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of 

promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once 

were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he 

has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility 

between us.”  In Acts 2:38-39 Peter says to the Jews, “Repent, and be baptized every one of 

you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift 

of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, 

everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.”  What is to prevent anyone from being 

baptized?  Nothing!  The story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch teaches us that there are to 

be no social or structural barriers to baptism and inclusion in the body of Christ.  May it be so.  

Amen.  


