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Philip and a Man from Sudan 
“Not a Bad Day” 

 
“Let Ethiopia hasten to stretch out its hands to God.” 

Psalm 68:31 
 
 Will you join with me in turning in our Bibles to Acts chapter 8.  Today I want to reflect 
on the significance of what we heard read concerning Philip’s interaction with the Ethiopian 
eunuch. 

It is an amazing story.  (Remember that what we are talking about today happened after 
Jesus’ resurrection and ascension and in the earliest months of the followers of Jesus trying to 
figure out what being the body of Christ would look like.)  Philip, one of the seven original 
deacons of the early church (Acts 6:5), is summoned by God to leave Jerusalem and head out on 
a wilderness road and start walking toward the ocean.  Along the way Philip encounters an 
Ethiopian court official. 
 What is being referred to here as “Ethiopia” is not actually where we would picture the 
modern day country.  Back then Ethiopia was the region also known as Cush which was 
immediately south of Egypt, which today is known as the Sudan.1  Therefore, I am going to 
deliberately refer to this Ethiopian official as being Sudanese.  The reason is because it can be 
easy for those of us who grew up in the church to know this individual as the Ethiopian eunuch, 
which is accurate and true.  However, with familiarity can also come complacency.  So to give all 
of us - both those familiar with the story and those new to the story - a fresh image of who this 
individual was I’m going to refer to him as the Sudanese official.   
 Getting back to the story, the Bible tells us that this Sudanese official was returning to his 
homeland after making a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in order to worship at the Jewish Temple.  
This official, of course, might not fit our typical image of what a Jewish temple worshiper would 
look like because he was most certainly not from around there.  Being Sudanese he, of course, 
was black.   He also was a high ranking court official in direct service to the Sudanese queen 
herself.  In fact, she had given him charge over all of her finances.  Also, the fact that he had a 
personal copy of a portion of the Jewish Scriptures (which we’ll get to in just a second) also 
indicates his personal wealth because this would have been very unusual for any one individual 
person to own at that time.  The Jewish Scripture - the Jewish Bible - is what we refer to as the 
Old Testament. 

So, following God’s command Philip runs up to the chariot and hears the official reading 
out loud from the Jewish Bible, and specifically he was reading from the book of the prophet 
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 The Cushites of biblical times draw their name from one of the grandsons of Noah. (Genesis 10:6) 
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Isaiah.  Philip, overhearing him, asked him if he understood what he was reading.  To which the 
official replied, “How can I understand it unless someone explains it to me?”  And this is what 
the official was reading.  Look at Acts chapter 8 beginning at verse 32. 

“Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before its shearer, so he does 
not open his mouth. In his humiliation justice was denied him. Who can describe his 
generation? For his life is taken away from the earth.” (Acts 8:32-33; cf. Isaiah 53:7,8) 
In all fairness, it is completely understandable as to why the Sudanese official didn’t 

understand what he was reading.  In fact, in verse 34 you hear the main source of his confusion.  
He asks Philip, “Who is this talking about?” 

Now, of course, with a modern Christian understanding we know precisely who this is 
talking about - Jesus.  But it would have been impossible for the Sudanese official to know that 
given his circumstances. 

Look at verse 35.  It says that Philip proclaimed the “good news about Jesus.” 
The phrase “good news” is synonymous with the term ‘gospel’.  So to say “the good news 

of Jesus” is to say, “the gospel of Jesus.”  This is the term we associate with the apostles as they 
fanned out across the known world and told people about Jesus’ death and resurrection.  They 
did that to follow Jesus’ foretelling that they would “be [his] witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)  Pay special attention to that phrase “the 
ends of the earth” because we’ll need it in just a moment. 

This term ‘gospel’ we associate somewhat exclusively with the New Testament, don’t we?  
And what is so fascinating is that Philip shares the gospel and tells this Sudanese man about 
Jesus not by quoting one of Saint Paul’s letters (in the New Testament), and not reading from 
any of the four gospel (also in the New Testament) because none of those books were even 
written yet.  No, Philip shares the good news about Jesus by instructing the Sudanese official in 
the Old Testament, the Hebrew Scriptures, and most specifically the prophets.  The prophets of 
the Old Testament are the first of the gospel writers.   As Saint Augustine said, the New 
Testament lies hidden in the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.2 

I love what happens next in the story. 
[Read vs. 36-38] 
Can you picture it?  As the chariot driver stops to give the horses a well-earned drink the 

official does the mental spiritual math and puts one and one together and gets baptism!  He 
spots the water, and clearly Philip must have spoken about baptism while sharing the good news 
of Jesus, and the Sudanese official says, “Well, why can’t I get baptized right now?” 

Isn’t it incredible!!  This Sudanese official is baptized that day and then continues on his 
way home to the courts of the queen. 

Now, do you remember what Jesus said his disciples would do?  “You will be my witnesses 
in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

Let me tell you how Ethiopia (the Sudan) was viewed by writers of that era.  The Greek 
philosopher Philostratus said that “Ethiopia covers the western wing of the entire earth under 
the sun.”3  And the historian Herodotus said, “The Ethiopian land is that which extends furthest 
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 Cf. St. Augustine, Quaest. in Hept. 2, 73: PL 34,623; Cf. DU 16. 

3 (Philostratus [c. 170 – c. 245 AD], Vita Apollonii, 6.1) 
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of all inhabited lands towards the sunset.”4  To my ear that sounds like these ancient writers are 
saying that Ethiopia at that time was the outer end of the earth. 

And Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth.”  Ethiopia (the Sudan) was the end of the earth in their understanding!  
And through the encounter with Philip that day a high ranking court official of the queen of 
Ethiopia brought the gospel back to Ethiopia (back to the Sudan) - out the ends of the earth. 

And this is the gospel that the Sudanese official took with him.  This is what Philip 
expounded with him that day on the side of the road.  Will you turn with me to the book of 
Isaiah chapter 52, beginning at verse 13. 

I am going to read the larger passage that the Sudanese official was reading from that day 
when he encountered Philip and I want you to pay attention to how many allusions and 
prophesies there are in this one section that clearly point to Jesus.  And to highlight these 
prophesies about Jesus I am going to replace each instance of the pronoun ‘he’ with Jesus’ name.  
Remember, the prophet Isaiah was writing these things down roughly 700 years before Philip 
had this conversation with this Sudanese official. 

[Read Isaiah 52:13 - 53:12]  [Replace every instance of “he” with “Jesus.”] 
“He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; … and by his bruises 

we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:5) 
 Philip, a man from the Sudan, and the gospel proclaimed through the Old Testament.  
Not a bad day.  Amen. 

                                                           
4 (Herodotus [c. 484–c. 425 BC], Histories, 3.25.114) 


