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This week we are wrapping up our worship series, Unplanned: When the New Normal Is Not 

Normal. We have been looking at places in the Bible where the people of God have faced 

tremendous challenges and changes and the different ways that God has been with them 

throughout it all. We learned with the prophet Haggai that even if we can't do what we used to, 

especially as it applies to worship and ministry, it's okay. It is not an excuse to stop altogether, 

just because it can't be at a level that we think is important. What is really important is that we do 

what we can, faithfully. 

  

Then, we were invited by Zechariah to imagine what life will be like after we emerge from this 

crisis time. The people of Zechariah's time were rebuilding the Temple after the Babylonian 

Exile. They were a couple of years into the project, and they still had some years to go. God 

reassures them that there will come the time when there will be laughing and socializing even if 

we are not there yet. In the meantime, we help each other, like trees do as they share resources 

through their root system, helping even those tree that look dead on the outside to live and 

survive. As the people of the church, we remain connected encouraging one another, and also 

allowing ourselves to accept the help that is offered to us. 

  

Last week, we entered the court of Queen Esther, who found herself presented a mighty task. 

Risk her own life to save her people. At first she resists, but then her adopted father, Mordecai 

says one of the most famous lines in the book, "Who knows but that you have come to your royal 

position for such a time as this?" (vs 14c) She accepts the mantle of responsibility and after 

prayer and fasting by her and her community she is able to save her people from the threat of 

annihilation. We learned that even when we can't detect it, God is in the details of our lives. 

Sometimes it's something that we can only detect after the fact. When we remember what God 

has done for us before, we can remember that God is with us now and loves us no matter what. 

  

This week we leave the Old Testament and go to the Book of Acts. Here we meet Philip. Last 

week I referred to him as the Apostle Philip. He is an apostle because that word means one who 
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is sent, and the Philip we will see today is sent, but he is not one of the 12 disciples. He in fact is 

one of the Seven, one of the people selected along with Stephen. They were to ensure that in the 

church that was newly founded after Pentecost that the Greek widows were not receiving a fair 

share as everything was distributed among the people of the church. 

  

After Stephen was killed in Jerusalem, all in the church except the apostles were scattered among 

the wider area of Judea and Samaria. In Samara, Philip got a promotion and shared the saving 

news about Jesus with the Samaritans with great success. Next, God called Philip to a new 

mission, and that is where our text begins today, Acts 8:26-39. Hear the word of the Lord: 

  

26 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[a] eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of the Kandake 

(which means “queen of the Ethiopians” [known as Queen Candace]). 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 This is the passage of Scripture the eunuch was reading: 

  

“He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, 

    and as a lamb before its 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.”[b] 

  

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. What can stand in the way of my being baptized?” [37] [c] 38 And he gave 

orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and 
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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. 

_______________________________________ 

Footnotes 

a. Acts 8:27 That is, from the southern Nile region 

b. Acts 8:33 Isaiah 53:7,8 (see Septuagint) 

c. Acts 8:37 Some manuscripts include here Philip said, “If you believe with all 

your heart, you may.” The eunuch answered, “I believe that Jesus Christ is the 

Son of God.” 

  

The Word of Life 

Thanks Be to God! 

  

We can already see a lot that has changed for Philip before his encounter with the Ethiopian. 

Jesus' resurrection. Pentecost and receiving the Holy Spirit. We don't know whether this was 

when Philip received his faith in Jesus before this or not. Then he is given an important position 

in the newly created church. Next, he has to flee Jerusalem for this life, and find himself 

preaching to Samaritans. Jesus said that the disciples should spread the word far and wide in 

Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth. Whatever Philip thought of as normal before all of this 

is LONG GONE.  

  

Then, he is told by an angel of the Lord to go to a road between Jerusalem and Gaza. He is not 

told why. He just goes, and who does he come upon? The last person that you would expect. If 

you did expect it, it's only because you've read this passage before. This is the only passage in 

the New Testament that refers to Ethiopia. It is referred to many times in one form or another in 

the Old Testament, especially when it talks about all the nations of the world being drawn to God 

and God's house. So, Philip had been to Samaria, and now he's talking to a man from Ethiopia. 

For the original audience of the book of Acts, if Ethiopia wasn't the ends of the earth, it was 

pretty close.  

  

So, who would your normally expect to encounter on a lonely road from Jerusalem to Gaza in 

Philip's time? Not a rich, black, high government official of Ethiopia, in his chauffeur driven 

chariot, returning home, reading the scroll of Isaiah.  

  

And what does God tell Philip to do? Go run up to that guy over there. What would be the most 

reasonable thing for the man and his driver to think under those circumstances? How about, 

here's the first person of a group that's going to attack us. But no, he humbly asks for Philip's 

help to understand the scripture he's reading.  

  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+8%3A26-39&version=NIV#en-NIV-27204
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+8%3A26-39&version=NIV#en-NIV-27210
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+8%3A26-39&version=NIV#en-NIV-27214
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Is the Ethiopian man Jewish? We don't really know, but there are a number of things that point in 

that direction. 1) There was a Jewish community established in southern Egypt during the 

Babylonian Exile, and there remains a Jewish community in Ethiopia that practices more like 

first Temple Judaism, meaning before the Babylonian Exile before the first Temple was 

destroyed. 2) It was important for him to go to Jerusalem to worship. There would be 

complications to this that we will get to, but that makes his desire to worship in Jerusalem all the 

more compelling. 3) He is not referred to as a Gentile in the text as Cornelius the centurion will 

be in a couple of chapters. And, it's Cornelius and his family who are considered the first Gentile 

converts in Acts. While, Gentile and Greek are used almost synonymously in many English 

Bible translations, and the Ethiopian is clearly not Greek, the original Greek word in the text 

really means nation or group. In the Bible it is a nation or group that is specifically not Jewish.  

  

Why is this important? It is because this man is a eunuch. He has a physical ailment that 

excludes him from many parts of Jewish worship according to the law. Therefore he is also 

excluded from much of Jewish community life, maybe not as much as a leper or a tax collector, 

but still continually separate. Of course, as the head of the treasury in Ethiopia, he could be 

considered the head tax collector in that country. 

  

His physical condition means that he can't have children. That probably contributed to his high 

position in the Ethiopian government because he was less of a threat, but it also separated him 

from full inclusion in community life in Ethiopia, too.  

  

He was someone who clearly wanted to have a relationship with God, so much so that he went to 

Jerusalem to worship even though he could not participate fully. He would always be considered 

separate and other. He also was not from the Mediterranean culture, which made him exotic and 

unfamiliar to most of the people in Jerusalem, separate. 

  

But this day with Philip was the day that the new normal was not normal, and it was not only 

good. It was GREAT! Through Jesus Christ, he is accepted AS HE IS. He is invited to have this 

close relationship with God. He says, "Look, here is water. What can stand in the way of my 

being baptized?” The answer, Nothing. Nothing stands in the way. And the two men part with 

the Ethiopian rejoicing, knowing that he is loved by God. Tradition holds that his man brought 

Christianity to Ethiopia. So, Philip did not directly bring the Word to the ends of the earth, but he 

helps make it happen by following the leading of God. 

  

You know what? Philip was prepared. He was prepared to answer the question, or at least to be 

asked. That's biggest challenge that I came up against before becoming a follower of Jesus. 

When I had questions for people who called themselves Christians, they had no idea of how to 

answer. Most of the time they would even get hostile. Now, I understand that it was just because 

they didn't know what to say, even, "Good question! I don't know. I'll have to get back to you on 



September 6, 2020  5 

that." I've had to say that a few times over the years, which is fine, but you do need to get back to 

them. Obviously, Philip didn't have that option that day with the Ethiopian. 

  

Philip was ready for the questions. This would have helped him with the Samaritans too. He 

knew the scriptures, which for him meant the Old Testament. He was open to the leading of the 

Holy Spirit. Go to the wilderness road to Gaza. What?! Lord, you want me to do where? I might 

have been tempted to follow Jonah's lead and run the other direction.  

  

You know the other interesting thing. Philip was in the middle of his own crisis. His old life had 

been turned upside down. He had to leave Jerusalem. He was under threat of persecution from 

Paul and his colleagues. Yet, he was still helping others. If someone asks you how you are 

dealing with the pandemic or all of the disturbing things going on in America right now, what 

would you say? How are you coping in this new normal that is not normal? 

  

Does this new normal give us opportunities to minister to people in new ways? In new 

circumstances. Philip's opportunities, whether they were in Samaria or on the way to Gaza, were 

born out of crisis. If he had not been forced to flee from Jerusalem, where would he be? Probably 

not with the Ethiopian. 

  

The biggest new normal for me is coming to you in this way, electronically, each week. You may 

find it strange  … or completely natural … but I think of your faces as I speak to you every week 

this way. Obviously, it is not the same as when we are all in the Sanctuary. Very early on in the 

pandemic, I saw a story. Maybe you saw it too. A pastor printed pictures of the people in his 

congregation, and he put them in the pews where those people would normally sit. I have not 

done this, but I am always thinking of you.  

  

There will be a time when we will be able to worship together in-person. I realize some of you 

may wonder whether that will ever happen again. I assure you that it will even if I can't tell you 

when that will be. All the estimates that people (including me) made in the beginning of this 

were all wrong. But it will happen. 

  

However, one thing will not change. We will still be having some form of electronic or digital 

worship. There are so many of you out there that cannot come to in-person worship for a variety 

of reasons from medical conditions to you simply live too far away. I think of you every week 

too. This is a new normal in my life, and in the life of Joseph United Methodist Church. The way 

we do it might change, but digital worship is part of our new normal, and you know what, that is 

a GREAT thing. Ever expanding the message of God's love for the world, most especially when 

things look their darkest and the least like normal … or at least what we would prefer to be 

normal.  
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Whenever we need to be reminded of that, there is one place we can always turn, even if there is 

no one else around. It's this book, the Bible. Whether you have one you can hold in your hand, 

you read it off of your computer, or you listen to a recording, you have the greatest resource in it. 

You see, the Bible is first and foremost a story about God and how God relates to humanity as it 

matures. How God guides humanity through that process because just about every passage in the 

Bible relates to God and people adjusting to new normals that are not normal. Sometimes they do 

it well. Usually, there are a lot of bumps in the road that God has to help them get through. As 

we are trying to figure out what to do and how to be, we can be sure that God is walking that 

path right with us. God is in the details of our lives, right now, right in the thick of it. The Bible 

shows that to us again and again, most especially and completely through Jesus.  

  

The Bible itself is not God. We do not worship the Bible, but it is all about God. So, trying to 

understand how to live a life with God without the Bible is very difficult. This collection of 

books is about the One who will never leave us or forsake us. It tells us that no matter what the 

changes are around us … like smoke, fires, civil discord, election cycles, wars, pandemics, and 

list goes on … God is unchanging and will be with us through it all. 

  

Amen! 

 


