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EFFECTIVE WITNESSES 

Acts 8:26-40 

 

  

 

We are making our way through the book of Acts and the theme of Acts is advancing the gospel. 

The key verse is Acts 1:8 where Jesus told His disciples the Holy Spirit would come and empower 

them to be His witnesses. Today, we’re going to learn a lot from Philip on how to be effective 

witnesses as the gospel advances to Samaria and beyond. Philip, an evangelist, is someone we 

were introduced to in chapter 6 as this man described as full of faith and the Holy Spirit was 

appointed to serve tables but when persecution caused the church to scatter, he initially went north 

to Samaria and had a very powerful and effective ministry. He’s like the Billy Graham of Samaria 

but today God is going to call him southwest of Jerusalem. And the emphasis in our passage is on 

God’s momentum leading and empowering him to accomplish the mission, but that momentum 

comes as people like Philip are sensitive and available to God’s leading.  

 

8:26 But an angel of the Lord spoke to Philip saying, “Get up and go south to the road that 

descends from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a desert road.) 27 So he got up and went; and there 

was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, who was in charge 

of all her treasure; and he had come to Jerusalem to worship, 28 and he was returning and sitting 

in his chariot, and was reading the prophet Isaiah. 29 Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go up and 

join this chariot.” 30 Philip ran up and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet, and said, “Do you 

understand what you are reading?” 31 And he said, “Well, how could I, unless someone guides 

me?” And he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. 32 Now the passage of Scripture which 

he was reading was this: “He was led as a sheep to slaughter; And as a lamb before its shearer is 

silent, So He does not open His mouth. 33 “In humiliation His judgment was taken away; Who 

will relate His generation? For His life is removed from the earth.”34 The eunuch answered Philip 

and said, “Please tell me, of whom does the prophet say this? Of himself or of someone else?” 35 

Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning from this Scripture he preached Jesus to him.” 

 

I.     PHILIP SHARES THE GOSPEL WITH THE ETHIOPIAN. (VV. 26-35) 

 

God calls Philip through an angel to leave his extremely successful ministry in Samaria and go to 

a desolate place to reach one man. At first he has no idea what God was doing, he just stepped out 

by faith. But it seems pretty strange, doesn’t’ it? To leave this incredible ministry in Samaria where 

he’s really effective and go to just one man. I’m sure he probably had to cancel some coffee 

meetings, some speaking engagements, that sort of thing. He could’ve made excuses. But God, “I 

want to do this or that. I like where I’m at. I’m comfortable in Samaria.” But instead of that, it 

says he ran. He immediately obeyed. He was available and sensitive to God’s leading. At when 

the time came to share the gospel, he didn’t clam up. It says, “he opened his mouth.” Philip wasn’t 

living for his story but for God’s story. 

 

1. Effective witnesses surrender their story to God’s story. 
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Our stories only make sense and have real meaning and purpose and fulfillment when they’re lived 

in light of, or surrendered to, God’s meta-narrative story (since we’re all talking “meta” these 

days). But when we lose sight of God’s meta-narrative story, we start living for our own story. It 

all becomes about us and we’re not sensitive and obedient and available. It results in frustration 

because then we’re always competing with other people living for their story too. In living for our 

story alone, we actually end up losing it. 

 

Last summer we went through this Bible study at our house called The Engagement Project and 

we talked about how we each of us has a story or we could say, a script. We all have a script for 

our lives and even each day – how we think things should go. My daughter’s script for today 

might say sleep in until 10:30; eat cocoa puffs and ice cream for breakfast; go to the zoo; then the 

water park; then play with friend; no naps and no backing down when mom tries to make me. But 

her script is always getting stepped on and ruined because mom’s script trumps hers. Mom’s script 

says eat eggs or yogurt; do school; take a nap; and do it all with a sweet disposition making for a 

perfect little home. My script for tomorrow is to wake up bright and early with tons of energy; 

watch the sun come up out the kitchen window as I have my uninterrupted devotional time for 1 

hour exactly; go hunting in the morning (shoot a limit of pheasants); go fishing in the afternoon 

(catch a limit of fish); go for a late afternoon walk with family at the state park (temperature 75 

degrees); followed by completing my to-do list in the evening and sipping a Dr. Pepper.  

 

How well does living by our script work? When we believe the lie that this life is about us and if 

we just get our scripts fulfilled then we’ll be happy, significant, and satisfied, we’re buying into 

the same as Eve did when Satan tempted her and we lose out. We become manipulative, self-

centered. “If my boss would just… If my wife would just… If I just had a little more money.” And 

because we’re so busy living for us we aren’t actively aware of how God wants to use us at any 

given moment. We lose our sensibility to God’s script. Us list-making, task-oriented people really 

struggle with this. We are so busy about our lists getting done that we don’t take time to stop and 

engage our neighbors or help them out. We avoid what gets in the way of our scripts, not looking 

for opportunities God might be presenting. God is looking for people who are willing and 

available. And not just for big things like with the multitudes in Samaria, but with individuals. 

Most effective evangelism and discipleship takes place 1 on 1 through established relationships.  

 

That leads us to the 2nd principle today: God has such a heart for the individual that He will leave 

the 99 to go after 1 (Luke 15:4-7). Whether it’s a magician in Samaria north of Jerusalem or a 

prominent government official south of Jerusalem, every person matters and that’s a critical 

principle for advancing the gospel. The gospel is for everyone. For the nations. We look at 

everyone not based on their externals, but as someone made in the image of God and for whom 

Christ died (2 Cor. 5:16). If you see everyone that way, every social and racial barrier dissolves.i 

 

2. Effective witnesses see every person as someone for whom Christ died. 

 

This is something the book of Acts is teaching us. It’s a book of transition showing how God’s 

program inched its way from predominantly Jewish to now mainly Gentile in the Church age we’re 
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living in. So far, the scene has shifted from Jews only in Jerusalem to the fringes of the Jews last 

week: the mixed Jewish/Gentile Samaritans. Today, it’s even a little further into the fringes of 

the social scope by reaching a Jewish proselyte (Gentile convert). Acts 10 is going to be the big, 

radical, breakthrough moment where the gospel goes to those “unclean” dirty rotten Gentiles. 

 

The person that Philip goes to is an Ethiopian eunuch and evidently a Jewish proselyte, a Gentile 

but at least one converted to Judaism. I mean it is possible that he could have been a diaspora Jew 

but with the theme of gospel expansion it seems more apparent that this one more step between a 

Samaritan and a Gentile – a Gentile, but still a Jewish convert. It’s still somewhat reasonable to 

the Jews that God would include them in the mission. Whatever his exact status, he is not a pure 

Gentile. This man had gone from Ethiopia (modern day Sudan and Nubia; south of Egypt) to 

Jerusalem to worship and is on his way back home with a royal entourage/caravan. So he’s 

somewhere southwest of Jerusalem, between Jerusalem and Gaza near the Mediterranean coast. 

What you’re seeing is the first time the gospel goes to the African continent.  

 

This man is a very influential man in his home country. He’s the head of his queen’s treasury so 

he had a very prominent position. He was held in high regard. He was a real somebody there. 

He’s wealthy enough to buy a copy of Isaiah anyway – those weren’t cheap! This important man, 

however, when he goes to worship in Israel, senses that he’s a real nobody. Because he’s gentile 

and a eunuch (castration expressing total commitment and trust to royalty, eliminating the most 

common motives for treachery) meant he wouldn’t be able to fully participate in Jewish 

worship at the temple. He was prevented from certain things (8:36). Deuteronomy 23:1 forbid 

men like him to enter the assembly of the Lord. So in Ethiopia, he’s somebody with special 

privileges. In Israel, he’s kind of nobody with limited privileges. He’s probably going home feeling 

a little empty. But honestly this is good because sometimes we need to feel our emptiness in order 

to look to the source that can fill us. You see, this man knows there’s something that stands between 

him and God. Whereas many of the Jews didn’t see their sin and hence their need of Christ, the 

eunuch does. That purpose of the Law was to show people God is perfect and we are not; we are 

sinners and perfect righteousness is required to enter God’s presence. What Philip will show him 

is that nobody’s perfect and that’s why Christ died so that by faith in Him we could exchange our 

sin for His perfect righteousness, giving us a right standing with God.  

 

This man who was once felt like a nobody before God with no hope of leaving a legacy, is soon 

going to figure out he’s a somebody in Christ with a name that will last forever. Isaiah 56 assures 

the eunuch that joins himself to the Lord that he will have a memorial in God’s house, a better 

name than that of sons and daughters, and an everlasting name that will never be cut off. And that 

Jesus Christ was cast out so this man could be cast in. He can now enter the Holy of Holies by 

faith in Christ and has direct access to the heavenly temple. That’s something to rejoice about! The 

same is true for every sinner who falls short of God’s glory. Our sin kept us from God’s presence 

but Jesus Christ died for our sins to forgive us and reconcile us to Himself, giving us new life and 

an everlasting place in His kingdom. 
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As he’s riding back home, he’s reading a copy of Isaiah he picked up – probably a scroll about a 

foot wide and several feet long. And it’s not just any chapter but one of the clearest Messianic 

prophecies: Isaiah 53 (52:13-53:12). This is a forbidden chapter to the Jews; one they might even 

skip over in synagogue today. So God is preparing this man’s heart through the Scriptures to 

receive Christ. He’s reading it aloud (an ancient custom to aid memorization) and Philip hears it 

and says, “do you understand what you’re reading?” and the eunuch replies, “How could I unless 

someone guides me?” I love that. Every time I read that I think of something one of my old 

professors, Joe Buckley, said: “This world needs Bible teachers.” It’s important that we get to 

know our Bibles and develop a working knowledge of our Bibles so that we can share truth and 

counsel people directly from the Word. 

 

3. Effective witnesses develop a working knowledge of the Bible. 

 

You know what I mean by a working knowledge of Scripture? It means you know where to turn 

in your Bible for the answer to various situations in life. You are familiar with the books of the 

Bible and what their purpose is, that sort of thing. Someone you work with might be struggling 

with something and just conversing it with you and you can say, “Well don’t you know in (such 

and such book of the Bible) it says (such and such) about your situation?” That’s what Philip does. 

He uses the OT, only starting with Isaiah 53 to show the man that all those sacrifices we offered 

at the temple and only a picture of Jesus, the ultimate Lamb of God who was to come and pay for 

our sins (maybe went to Genesis 3 or Mount Moriah or Leviticus too). Philip helps him understand 

the gospel and his willingness to get baptized expresses his positive response to Christ. 

 

II.     PHILIP BAPTIZES THE ETHIOPIAN. (VV. 36-40) 

 

36 As they went along the road they came to some water; and the eunuch *said, “Look! Water! 

What prevents me from being baptized? [being prevented from things like this is on his mind as a 

eunuch. Now nothing is preventing him! He’s excited to get baptized!]” 37 And Philip said, “If 

you believe with all your heart, you may.” And he answered and said, “I believe that Jesus Christ 

is the Son of God.”] 38 And he ordered the chariot to stop; and they both went down into the 

water, Philip as well as the eunuch, and he baptized him. 39 When they came up out of the water, 

the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away [caught him away by force]; and the eunuch no longer 

saw him, but went on his way rejoicing. 40 But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he passed 

through he kept preaching the gospel to all the cities until he came to Caesarea.” 

 

Another awesome conversion story, huh?! This man believes and is like, “I am in! I believe.” A 

lot of people put off their baptisms and that’s a shame because baptism is so special and a big first 

step when it comes to being effective witnesses for Jesus. 
 

4. Effective witnesses take water baptism seriously. 
 

a. Baptism is part of the Great Commission. 

Jesus said to go and make disciples, baptizing them in the name of the F, S, & HS. 

b. Baptism can reinforce salvation by faith.  
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Philip told him, “If you believe.” Baptism is to be pre-conditioned by faith, meaning 

ideally, someone won’t get baptized if they don’t really believe. In a world that typically 

rejects Christ, baptism is a way of saying, “I have received Christ as my Savior and I want 

to follow Him.” It expresses they are serious about this.  

c. Baptism is a way of publicly identifying with Christ. It is a way of witnessing! 

It’s a way of publicly identifying with someone, some group, or some message. We identify 

with Christ, the Church, and the gospel. Water baptism also pictures our dying to sin and 

self and being raised to new life in Christ; and the outpouring of the Spirit.  

 

But as they go down into the water and Philip baptizes him, something unique happens as he comes 

up out of the water that makes it clearer still that God is the one at work here: the Lord snatches 

Philip away, translating him to Azotus (probably around 20 miles away). It’s like a mini rapture. 

God just takes him and puts him somewhere else to further his work there! The same word used 

here is the same word in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 where the Church is caught up to Christ. It’s going 

to happen instantaneously and miraculously, in the blink of an eye (1 Cor. 15:51). It reminds me 

of that movie Jumper where if this kid can just get a picture of someplace anywhere around the 

world, he can jump to it. Btw, wouldn’t it be a fun prank to preach on this and then baptize someone 

at the lake right after but go under when they do and not come back up for a bit? That’d be hilarious. 

In all seriousness, baptism is an important first step and if you’re interested in being baptized, let’s 

get that done. If you’ve waited for years to do it for some reason, I have some real inspirational 

words from Nike: “Just do it.” Larry the Cable Guy is equally inspirational: “Git ‘er done.” 

 

In sum, this whole encounter from start to finish emphasizes God is at work setting up a divine 

opportunity for Philip to reach an influential man on another continent who will influence others. 

That’s encouraging, isn’t it? God is at work. And He is at work today using everyday people.  

 

Challenge: Prayerfully consider whom the Lord would have you   

share the gospel with. Start praying for divine opportunities! 

 

I want to challenge you today to take a few minutes and with pen and paper in hand, pray about 

the individuals whom the Lord might have you pray for regularly and share the gospel with. Write 

down their names and pray for them. Even if it’s a while before you have that opportunity you will 

at least be more intentional in your interactions with them. You start to treat people you pray for 

differently, have you ever noticed that? Evangelism is a supernatural work requiring supernatural 

power and activity. That means we’ve got to be people of prayer. Pray that like the eunuch, people 

would have open and receptive hearts to His Word, ready to learn. Pray that like Philip, we would 

be faithful and obedient, ready to share at a moment’s notice. I don’t know about you, but I want 

in on what God is doing in our day. I want to be like Philip who is surrendered to the Lord and 

ready to be used of Him. I want to be the instrument God uses to bring people the good news of 

forgiveness and new life in Christ. But sometimes when we least expect it or desire it, we need to 

slow our roll, put down our script or surrender our script to His, so that we can minister to others. 

 
i Ed Hindson, Mark Hitchcock, Can We Still Believe in the Rapture? (Eugene, Oregon: Harvest House, 2017), 52.  


