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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

This passage is the first of three accounts of the Lord drawing men to himself.  Here we meet the Ethiopian eunuch, followed by Saul, and finally Cornelius, the Roman Centurion.

While each story is different in remarkable ways, they all share in common the same dominant feature.  

Here it is:  The Lord was in the forefront of everything that happened.  You have seen symphonies perform.  You know where the conductor stands.  He is not in the background but in the forefront making the music happen.

That is what we see here.  An angel of the Lord speaks to Philip to go to the desert road.  The risen Savior appears to the Saul, tells him to pick himself up, and go to Damascus where he will be told what to do.  The Lord tells Cornelius in a vision he is sending men to him, and he tells Peter to go to this stranger’s house.  
In the truest sense, none of these men came to Christ.  Christ came to them.  They didn’t find the truth.  The truth found them.  

In the case of both the Ethiopian and Saul, Luke emphasizes they were on their way to something or some place else when they believed.  They each had another destination in mind.
The Eunuch was on the road to Gaza, on his way back to Ethiopia, to resume his duties as treasurer of a great kingdom.  Saul was on the road to Damascus, to abduct Christians and bring them back to Jerusalem.
In relation to Jesus, the eunuch was an agnostic.  He did not know what to believe about prophetic scripture.  Saul was an atheist, who despised the idea that Jesus was the fulfillment of scripture.  Yet Jesus met each of them on their way.  It was his initiative that made the difference.
If you are a believer, that’s how Christ met you, while you were on your way.  He orchestrated it.

Perhaps you noticed as I read our passage how similar it is to another encounter that Luke records, on the afternoon of the first Lord’s Day.  It involved two travelers rather than one.
They were on their way to Emmaus.  A stranger suddenly shows up.  The travelers are confused spiritually.  The stranger explains the scriptures to them about Christ.  Toward the end he leads them in a sacrament of grace, not baptism, but the Supper.  Then suddenly, the stranger is gone.  The travelers proceed rejoicing.

Why did Luke preserve these accounts?  What is he teaching us?  What challenge is he posing for our faith?

He is teaching us that the ways of men, the paths we carve for ourselves and the roads we travel cannot lead to God.  Some are virtuous and others scandalous, some prosperous and others poor, some are successful and others disappointing, some are happier and others more sorrowful.  None of them are the way to God.  Christ is the way.

The way people meet God is Christ.  By sending him to die for our sins and rise from the dead, he made him the way.  This was  Jesus’ point when he told his disciples, “You know the way to the place where I am going.  Thomas said, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”  Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”

It is just as true to say, the way God meets men is through Christ.  Surely, Luke is teaching us that the Lord meets people in the course of their lives.  As Christians we recognize the Lord is causing everything to work together to bring others to that point.  
We are not to regard them or their lives in purely human terms.  
The ways of men do not bring them to God, but God orchestrates people’s lives so that often unexpectedly, always undeservedly, only because of his mercy, they meet him.  

If we miss this, we will opportunities to provide the very guidance the Spirit has been given to us to provide.  Such as the opportunity to ask honest questions, like, “Do you understand what you are reading?”
Think with me about the life of this eunuch.  He had grown up bright and full of promise.  The queen mother of Ethiopia, Candace had taken notice and brought him into her service.  The cost was severe.  He was made a eunuch, unable to marry or have children.

Still, he was a huge success in the court of Candace and become treasurer of her kingdom.  He possessed power and wealth.  Perhaps his success helped him recognize that the best the world offers could not satisfy his heart.  He was left mortal and alone.  He had heard of the God of the Jews and wanted to know more.

He funded the expensive trip to Jerusalem and the temple.  As James Boice pointed out, the eunuch was probably disappointed after he arrived.  Because he was a eunuch, he probably was denied access to the temple.  The climate of that was not as spiritual as it was commercial and political.  

But one thing had happened.  As a result of that trip, he had secured a sheepskin scroll with a Greek translation of Isaiah’s prophesy.  As he sat in his ox drawn chariot on the way home, he was reading it out loud to himself.
Perhaps he had just come to what we know as Isaiah 53, the chapter that speaks of God’s suffering servant who would give himself to atone for the sins of his people.

Or perhaps he had scrolled back to that point after reading ahead to Isaiah 56:  For this is what the LORD says:  "To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose what pleases me and hold fast to my covenant-  5 to them I will give within my temple and its walls a memorial and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that will not be cut off.”

“How can that be?” he must have thought?  Perhaps then he started scrolling backward.  If so, he came first to Isaiah 55:  “3 Give ear and come to me; hear me, that your soul may live.  I will make an everlasting covenant with you, my faithful love promised to David.  4 See, I have made him a witness to the peoples, a leader and commander of the peoples.  5 Surely you will summon nations you know not, and nations that do not know you will hasten to you…”
Then he had scrolled back to Isaiah 53 and read of the covenantal sacrifice and seen that here somehow was the key.

Forgive me if I conjecture too much on the order, but it is easy to see from the section of Isaiah that had this man’s attention, how everything in his life had prepared him for that moment – even the hard things, being reduced to a eunuch, rejected at the temple.
Everyone of you who has come to Christ has a story that is this intricate and amazing as that of the Ethiopian.  The more you rejoice in what God has done through the ins and outs of your life, the more confident you will be in the Lord, to offer guidance to others.  Don’t regard them in merely human terms.  You’ll miss what God is doing and so many opportunities.
There is a related message to this.  Though Christ has met you, like the Ethiopian or Philip, you are still pursing your course through life.  Some of you pursue music, others business.  Some of you are raising your children, others caring for your parents.  Some of you are pursuing academic research, others writing poetry.

Keep in mind no matter what course you are following, no matter where you are, or with whom, showing the way to God remains paramount.  That means getting accepting interruptions, inconveniences, detours, and delays.  It means recognizing our interaction with others as opportunities to share the way.  
The most significant and wonderful things that happen to us in life are so often not the result of our planning or reaching a goal.  They just happen.  This is just as true in terms of sharing Christ as it is in terms of receiving him.  God makes it happen.
Think with me about Philip.  Philip was having a fabulous ministry in Samaria.  Big crowds of people were hearing and coming to Christ; there were miracles of healing and deliverance.  
Yet suddenly an angel would remove him from productive, fruitful ministry?
He could easily have said, “Not me.”  Send someone else.  What I am doing is more important.

Or he could have said, “Not now.”  The timing is off.  I have other plans.  My schedule won’t allow it.
Or he could have said, “Not there.”  I’m not going to the desert.  That’s too much to ask.  

Or he could have said, “Not him.”  When Philip met Ethiopian on his chariot (27), social custom required that he avoid him.  The eunuch was a royal official, of rank and privilege, surrounded by a guard.  You didn’t approach people like that unless invited.  

That’s the significance of the Spirit telling Philip, “go to that chariot and stand near it.”  At the first opportunity, he asked the genuine question, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  Through this Christ met him.

Brothers and sisters, God has determined that Christians play a central role in others’ coming to Christ.  It isn’t a necessity of nature. It doesn’t have to be this way.  It is God’s preference.

Why?  This may sound crazy, but I think it is because this brings him glory.  In trusting Christ ourselves, we are united to him so we experience something of his glory.  In guiding others to understand Christ, we reveal something of his glory.  In living this way, we bring glory to God in the offering our lives.

The text ends by telling us the eunuch went on his way rejoicing?  Do you think Philip was doing any less?  Because the Lord was in the forefront of both their lives.
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