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Text:  Acts 8:26-40 

Philip and the Ethiopian 
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 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?" 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. 
 

 
What a great joy for Meg and me to be back. Greetings from Archbishop Bob Duncan. Thank 
you, Jeff, for your leadership; Lynne. Thanks to Daniel and Mary and the staff team. Thanks 
to George, Bill and the Vestry. 
 
How do you cope when the pressure is really on you? How do you respond when a crisis 
hits? This congregation has lost its property. Our nation’s economy is in a crisis. You may 
feel you or your family is under intense pressure. How do you respond when a crisis hits? 
How can you and I cooperate with God and allow Him to use our circumstances for His good 
purposes in our lives? 
 
I want to look this morning at the experience of the early church. How did the first 
Christians’ encounter crisis? How did they respond? How did the Lord use what they went 
through for His Kingdom purposes? And what can we learn from it all? 
 
In our first reading we heard the account of Philip and the Ethiopian government official 
whom Philip led to Christ as they were traveling along the road. 
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But I’d like to take a step back and look at how it was that Philip was there in the first place. 
We read back in Acts 6 that Philip was ordained a deacon to look after the poor widows in 
Jerusalem. How did he come to be out in the desert evangelizing Ethiopians? 
 
Well, what happened is that persecution arose. Stephen, one of the other deacons ordained 
in Acts 6, the one this parish is named after—Stephen publicly proclaimed Jesus as the 
Messiah, crucified and risen from the dead, and he was stoned to death for it. 
 
And then we read at the beginning of Acts 8, a few verses before this morning’s first reading 
that because of what happened to Stephen… 
 

“there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and 
they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the 
apostles. Devout men buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. But 
Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men 
and women and committed them to prison. Now those who were scattered went 
about preaching the word. Philip went down to the city of Samaria and proclaimed to 
them the Christ.” 

 
You see, it took persecution to get the disciples of the early church to go out as the Lord 
had commanded them.  
 
Jesus had told them, of course, just before His Ascension, “you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (1:8) 
 
But there’s no evidence that they went out beyond Jerusalem until they were forced out by 
the persecution that broke out after Stephen’s death. We might say that their missionary 
strategy was initially motivated more by circumstances than by obedience.  
 
I’m reminded of what President John Kennedy said when he was asked, “How did you 
become a war hero?” He replied, “It was involuntary; they sank my boat.” 
 
Isn’t it fascinating how the Lord uses hardship and adversity for His good purposes? How 
often the Lord will use a crisis to get us refocused, reoriented, back in line with His 
priorities!  
 
There are six passages in the Book of Acts in which Luke offers a summary of the growth of 
the Church in its mission. And each of the six statements about the growth of the Church 
follows a crisis, a crisis that threatened to divide the Church or undermine its witness or 
even destroy it.  
 
I want to look at these six summaries of growth and the crisis that preceded them. I want 
to highlight the key learnings and then reflect with you on the experience of suffering as a 
Christian. 
 

1. Acts 5:14. I’ll read beginning at 5:12 
 
“12The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. 
And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon's Colonnade. 13No one else 
dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people. 
14Nevertheless, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were 
added to their number.” 
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This follows the crisis over Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11), a crisis involving corruption and 
dishonesty which threatened to undermine order in the Church and the leadership of the 
Apostles. Result: Growth in numbers and in greater release of supernatural power of the 
Lord for healing and deliverance. 
 

2. Acts 6:7 
 

“So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and 
a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” 

 
Follows the crisis over the conflict over the distribution of food to the Greek Jewish widows 
and the Hebraic Jewish widows, a crisis that threatened not only to divide the Church but to 
divert the Apostles from their calling to prayer and the Word of God. 
 

3. Acts 9:31 
 

“31Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It 
was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the 
fear of the Lord.” 

 
Follows the crisis over Saul, as the persecutor of the Church is converted and then 
introduced to the leaders in Jerusalem, where he speaks boldly in the Name of the Lord. 
 

4. Acts 11:21.   I’ll read from verse 19. 
 

19Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen 
traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews. 
20Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to 
speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. 21The Lord's 
hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord. 

 
Follows the crisis over Peter’s preaching to Cornelius and the other Gentiles at Caesarea in 
Chapters 10 and 11, but this proclamation of the Gospel to Gentiles is also directly linked 
with the persecution that arose over Stephen back at the start of Chapter 8.  
 

5. Acts 12:24 
 

“But the word of God continued to increase and spread.” 
 
This follows the crisis over the persecution by Herod, including his execution of James and 
near execution of Peter.  
 

6. Acts 16:4-5 
 

“4As they traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the 
apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. 5So the churches were 
strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.” 

 
Follows the crisis over the status of Gentile believers, addressed by the Council of Jerusalem 
in Chapter 15.  
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In these accounts, I see four key learnings: 
 
1. The Lord desires to use hardship to bring forth the fruit of Christ-like character in us. 

Our heavenly Father wants to use our suffering for Jesus to forge in us true holiness, a 
godly humility, a merciful and forgiving spirit, an unquenchable joy.  
 
Nancy Guthrie wrote an extraordinary book about the Lord’s work in her life and that of 
her husband during the illness and death and mourning of their two year old daughter, 
named Hope. The book is called “Holding Onto Hope” and it is also a remarkable 
devotional commentary on the Book of Job. Nancy Guthrie writes, “The day after we 
buried Hope, my husband said to me, ‘You know, I think we expected our faith to make 
this hurt less, but it doesn’t.’ Our faith gave us an incredible amount of strength and 
encouragement while we had Hope, and we were comforted by the knowledge that she 
is in heaven. Our faith keeps us from being swallowed by despair.  But I don’t think it 
makes our loss hurt any less.” 
 
Suffering for Jesus is like that, I think. A deep and abiding faith in Christ doesn’t make 
the sting of betrayal and loss hurt less, but our faith gives us strength and purpose and 
meaning and even joy in the midst of it all. That’s the Lord making us more like Jesus. 
 

2. Adversity, crisis and especially persecution can stir the Church to obedience to the Great 
Commission and to bring many to salvation. 
 
In one African diocese I know, where Muslims who convert to Christianity have been 
killed by their family, the diocese has baptized over 1000 Muslim background believers. 
In another diocese, it’s over 1500 Muslims who have come to Jesus.  
 
I am humbled and convicted by that witness of costly proclamation and costly 
obedience. In America, the Gospel is all too often presented as merely the Gospel of Me; 
it is simply the answer to MY problems, when it is rightly a call to die to self and take up 
of the cross of Christ.  
 
I love the witness of the saints in Acts 4, when Peter and John ordered never again to 
speak or teach in the Name of Jesus, the church gathers and prays not for a 
workaround, not for a way to do ministry that won’t get them into trouble. No, they pray 
that they will be empowered to speak the Name of Jesus with boldness and they pray for 
God to heal and perform miracles through the Name of Jesus.  
 

3. You don’t get to experience just one crisis or period of suffering for Jesus. The Book of 
Acts details 6 crises and in doing so underscores for us that we should expect to 
continue to pay a price for following Jesus. We are called to preach Jesus in an 
increasingly hostile culture. The trajectory of intolerance of the Gospel is such in 
America that Christians may well come to face the threat of sanctions, even 
imprisonment, for proclaiming the Word of God. 
Perhaps, by God’s grace, we’ll one day look back and describe the crisis in our former 
denomination as the last major struggle we had to endure. But far more likely is that we 
will see it as merely boot camp to prepare us for greater battles. 
 

4. Prayer is central to the work of the Kingdom and the accomplishment of God’s purposes 
in suffering. In each of the 6 crises, prayer figures in a significant way: 

• Crisis over Ananias and Sapphira: 4:31. It was the infilling and empowering of 
the Holy Spirit through prayer that resulted in a Church leadership that could 
hear and act on a word of knowledge about Ananias’s fraud. 
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• Crisis over the distribution of food to the widows, the priority is for the apostles 
to spend time in prayer, and they pray for the deacons before laying hands on 
them. 6:4, 6:6 

• Crisis over Saul, Ananias is praying and hears from the Lord in a vision in v. 10. 
He is told to go to a man named Saul “for he is praying” in v. 11. He lays his 
hands on Paul and prays for his sight to be restored in v. 17. 

• Crisis over the Gospel to Gentiles. Peter begins his account of the incident by 
saying in 11:5, “I was in the city of Joppa praying…” 

• Crisis over persecution under Herod the church is praying and praying all night 
for Peter to be delivered. 12:5, 12:12 

• Crisis over the status of Gentile believers is resolved by a decision reached in 
prayer. 15:28. “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us…” 

 
 
Now, I don’t know about you, but I find stories of how the Lord has used a crisis in someone 
else’s life to be encouraging and uplifting. But I don’t find the crises I face to be nearly so 
inspiring. Instead of recognizing that the Lord is at work, I’m apt to moan and groan about 
what has befallen me. But what the Lord desires is for me to allow Him to use this adversity 
to drive me to a renewed passion for prayer and obedient faith. 
 
I think all too many Christians in America have somehow gotten the idea that we really 
ought to be exempt from the cost of discipleship, that suffering for our faith is something 
Christians experience in other cultures or other centuries. 
 
But the consistent message of the New Testament is that all committed believers should 
expect to pay a price for following Jesus. 
 
The Apostle Peter wrote,  
 

“Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though 
something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the 
sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. If you 
are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory 
and of God rests on you.” 

 
Paul put it this way in his Letter to the Romans: “We also rejoice in our sufferings, because 
we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, 
hope.” 
 
We are to celebrate when we suffer for the Name of Jesus. “Rejoice and be glad,” Jesus 
himself said, “because great is your reward in heaven” (Matthew 5:12).  
 
But that reward for suffering for Christ is not automatic. Suffering is a test! We are being 
tested and proved. How we respond to suffering for Jesus is the key.  
 
Suffering produces perseverance, Paul says, or “endurance,” as some translations have it. 
You can’t develop endurance without suffering, because there must be something for you to 
endure. You can’t develop a virtue without having the circumstances to exercise that virtue. 
You can’t become a patient person without being forced to wait. You cannot become 
merciful without being wounded and needing to forgive. And you can’t form perseverance 
without the experience of suffering for Christ.  
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Endurance produces character—or at least it can. There is nothing automatic about the 
process of growing in spiritual maturity. How we respond to adversity makes all the 
difference. 
 
The original Greek word for character means the quality of having been tested and 
approved, like metal that’s been tried in the furnace. It is the nature of someone who has 
been put to the test and who has measured up. 
 
But testing doesn’t just reveal what qualities lie within us, testing actually produces in us 
something of great importance: mature Christ-like character.  
 
In the words of the great evangelical theologian, John Stott, “If suffering leads to glory in 
the end, it leads to maturity meanwhile.”  
 
How we respond to the pressure we are facing matters for the cause of Christ, now and for 
eternity. We will one day be judged not only for what we have done, but for who we have 
become through our afflictions. 
 
Suffering for Jesus is a test. If we face criticism and ridicule of our biblical faith and we lash 
out in revenge, we fail the test. If we experience the loss of property or reputation and 
shrink back into just looking after ourselves, we are not worthy of Christ.  
 
Yet God intends suffering for our good and for the extension of His Kingdom. Have you 
come to that place of maturity in Christ where you can echo these words of Psalm 119: “It 
was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees”? (verse 71).  
 
I have seen such peace and overflowing joy in the faces and hearts of our brothers and 
sisters in Nigeria and Uganda. They have suffered so much and yet they are filled with 
thanksgiving and a supernatural peace. To be around such people is humbling, and it 
convicts me of the shallowness and superficiality of my faith.  
 
But I have also seen that same joy and hope in you. Your witness has been a beautiful 
testimony to the faithfulness of our great God. 
 
 
The Lord calls us in the time of crisis to turn afresh to Him, that He might use the pressure 
we are under… 
 

• to forge in us Christ-like character,  
• to propel us out with new zeal for mission and with greater effectiveness in sharing 

Jesus with a world that needs him so much,  
• to build confident faith as we face still more challenges, 
• to make us more and more to be people of prayer.  

 
I praise the Lord Jesus Christ for how He is using all that has happened to draw this great 
church into deeper intimacy with Him so that He can be continue to work in you according 
to His good pleasure for His sake and for the spread of His Kingdom.  Amen. 
 
©2012 John A.M. Guernsey 


