
Fruit of the Vine

Acts 8:26-40, I John 4:7-21, John 15:1-5

The beginning of the sermon is always the hardest part for me to write.  Sometimes I start with a 
question, sometimes with an amusing story, sometimes I start in the middle and then backtrack.  This 
week, preaching from our scripture in the from the Book of Acts, it was particularly difficult to figure 
out where to start. 

We could start with where we are in the book of Acts. We’re in chapter 8 after all, what has 
happened up to now?  Well, Chapter 1 Jesus was still with his disciples, and gave them a preview of 
what was to come: 1:8 “Rather, you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  Then 
Jesus ascended to heaven and the disciples waited together for the arrival of the Spirit that Jesus had 
promised. The Spirit arrived in Chapter 2 – the Pentecost story we’ll revisit in a couple of weeks. Then 
the next few chapters are the story of the early church – the miracles they experience, the way the church 
grows, organizes itself a bit, appoints new leaders to help the original disciples. And, of course, the 
trouble they get into with the Jerusalem authorities, All that culminates in chapter 7, with the stoning of 
Stephen in Jerusalem.  Saul – who will later be Paul – watched approvingly. 

Or we could start with Philip.  Philip was one of those members of the Jerusalem church who 
practiced radical sharing.  He was not one of the Twelve Apostles, but he was one of the Seven leaders 
that were appointed next, the first deacons.  The first deacons were selected from among the church 
leaders for their reputations for having wisdom and the Holy Spirit.  Their job was to distribute food to 
the widows of the church.  The apostles wanted to delegate that task so that they could concentrate on 
prayer and preaching. 

So you might say that as a deacon, Philip’s job was to wait on tables.  But then, before he could 
really perfect that role, the persecution started.  Soldiers were going house to house in Jerusalem and 
dragging Christians off to jail.  So Philip fled. He went to Samaria, home of the Samaritans you’ve heard 
about, those “cousins” of the Jewish people who they shared some traditions with but also feuded with 
all the time.  Philip preached there with a lot of success, so much success that two of the original 
Apostles, Peter and John came down to help him out. 

Then the Holy Spirit sent him on the road to Gaza.  

We could start with the unnamed stranger.  He is from Ethiopia.  He likely had dark skin and 
distinctive features, so he would have stood out as a foreigner in Jerusalem and Samaria.  He is a person 
of wealth, as evidenced by his carriage with room for a passenger and his possession of a scroll.  The 
fact that he can read the scroll tells us that he is well-educated.  He is in charge of the royal treasury for 
The Candace – Ethiopia’s queen, and he enjoys all the power and privilege that entails.  He has the 
freedom to travel alone to and from Jerusalem, not on the queen’s business, but because he wants to 
worship in the Temple.

He is a eunuch which means that as a young slave boy, he was castrated and maybe even 
partially made lame so that he would present no danger to the queen he now serves. Remember though, 
this is a culture in which the concept of family was central to one’s identity.  So even though he is one of 
the privileged, he is also truly one of the deprived; robbed of any connection he might ever have with a 
mate or children, deprived of any opportunity to have an enduring lineage of his own.  He has no hope 



of ever reversing that situation.  He is a walking paradox - a person with access to power and wealth – 
but he is also damaged and trapped in his service to that power and wealth. So we could start there. 

Or we could start with the Holy Spirit – the power behinds all of this. Luke’s gospel and 
especially Acts, the sequel, is really about the Holy Spirit. It was when the Holy Spirit blew through 
Jerusalem on Pentecost that the church really started to grow.  The Spirit fired up a tiny group of people 
following the Way of Jesus, adding thousands to their numbers and leading them to were pool their 
resources so there was not a needy person among them.

It was the Spirit’s presence in Philip that lead the church to appoint him as a deacon, and it was 
the Holy Spirit (maybe in the form of an angel) who said to Philip on this particular day, “Get up and get 
yourself on the road to Gaza.”  

So we could start with the Ethiopian eunuch.  We could start with Philip.  We could start with 
the Holy Spirit.  Or we could start with scripture.  We could start with the passage from Isaiah that the 
eunuch is reading.  The eunuch reads these words “In his humiliation justice was denied him. Who can 
describe his generation? For his life is taken away from the earth.”  He reads those words and then he 
wants to know: “Who is Isaiah talking about?” He reads about a person who is humiliated and denied 
justice, a person whose life is taken away from the earth.   That might sound like a description of a 
eunuch like him.  It is a passage that resonates and so he wants to know more.  “Tell me, is this about the 
prophet Isaiah or someone else?”

Of course this section of Isaiah is one that we as Christians understand to be about Jesus, but 
remember, what Philip knows about Jesus hasn’t been written down yet – there are no gospels. So the 
heart of this story is a conversation, between two people.  Wherever we start from, it becomes a story 
about an encounter with Jesus shared by two people at a significant intersection in each of their lives.  
The eunuch, Philip, the Holy Spirit, the Scripture – those are all elements of the story, but the point is 
the transformation that occurs when they all come together. 

When Philip got into the chariot, the eunuch would have been reading out loud, because that’s 
what most people did in those days.  After listening for a bit, Philip asked “Do you understand what you 
are reading?” 

We don’t know how many scrolls the eunuch had access to or how much he had already read. He 
may have actually have been a very experienced reader of scripture. 

The Jewish people had been part of Ethiopia’s story for centuries – since Solomon met the 
Queen of Sheba, which may have been located in the area we now call Ethiopia.  It’s one of the furthest 
flung kingdoms that the Jewish people fled to during the Babylonian exile – some stories say the Arc of 
the Covenant was brought there, and is still hidden there.  That may be why the eunuch went to 
Jerusalem in the first place:  He knew some of Hebrew tradition, but he wanted to know more.  So he 
came – to see the Temple – maybe to acquire the scroll he was reading from. But whatever he may or 
may not have known before, right at that moment, reading that scripture, he needs help. So he says so: 
“How can I without someone to guide me?” 

That’s one of the tricky things about this story. We know that this man had gone to the Temple to 
worship, but we don’t know what his experience was when he got there. He may have been a raised as a 
Jew, and recognized as a Jew, and all went well. Even if he thought of himself as a Jew, he might not 
have been accepted as one by the Temple authorities.  You might remember the debates that started back 
in the 80’s about the right of Ethiopian Jews to live in Israel.  It’s still a controversial issue today, the 



admission of 8,000 more Ethiopian Jews last year stirred up still more controversy.  It’s hard to imagine 
that people in Jesus’ time would have been any more eager to see this man who was obviously a citizen 
of a far-off foreign land to be accepted.

He also may have been one of those that Jewish people of that time called God-fearers.  These 
were Gentiles attracted to Judaism because it was monotheistic and because it offered good moral and 
ethical teaching. If that was the case he probably didn’t make it far into the Temple.  He likely got stuck 
at the Court of the Gentiles, the noisy place where the money changers and the temple vendors were.  It 
was further out than the court of women, a marginal place where he was begrudgingly allowed to 
attempt to worship God. 

When he said “How can I understand?” he might have just as easily said “How can I understand 
when you won’t let me in your Temple, won’t let me close enough to have a real conversation?  Do I 
really understand what I’m reading? No!  I’m out here in the wilderness trying to make sense all by 
myself.”  

The eunuch needs someone who has had access to what has been denied to him.  Not necessarily 
an expert or an authority - he needs someone willing to be open to his particular questions, someone 
who will let him resonate with the words of Scripture that resonate for him and wrestle with the ones 
that definitely don’t.

What he wants, what he needs, is a guide.  And when Philip becomes his guide, his life is 
transformed. He tells him that the scripture he is reading is one of the Songs of the suffering servant that 
Israel had long used as a way of understanding God’s presence in the midst of times of struggle.  And 
Philip showed him how Jesus, God’s son, had lived out that that text in his life, death, and resurrection.

He showed him how God was present, even what seemed like tragedy, even in moments when it 
seemed that no life no hope, was possible.  He introduced him to the joy that he knew, to the joy that 
could be his in following the way of Jesus.

The Ethiopian is so moved by this offer of hope and joy that when the chariot is moved near 
some water he immediately asks -  “What would keep me from being baptized?”  

Now for Philip – as a good Jew – even as a member of the early church – the right answer is – 
“Well, quite a lot”.  

Remember, the eunuchs of the ancient world were strange creatures.  They were made eunuchs 
before puberty so they could be trusted in the presence of the kings wives and other powerful women.  
They normal sized bodies but high, child-like voices.  They were neither male nor female – taller, like 
the average male, but softer and lacking male musculature. They had a terrible reputation, outside of 
their keepers in the royal court no one trusted them. More importantly, under Jewish law a eunuch was 
unclean – they could never be part of the community, never enter the Temple – never participate in the 
life of God’s people.

Why does that matter?  Well, remember: the Way of Jesus – the name the early church seems to 
have given itself at this point – was part of Jewish tradition.  Jewish scripture was their scripture, and the 
community was still struggling to discern how many of the rules of Jewish conduct new followers of 
Jesus were expected to obey. This Eunuch clearly had little idea of the the community he was joining.  
He was a foreigner, in service to a foreign queen, living in a place where there was as of yet no assembly 
for him to be a part of, no way for him to learn more about the Jesus he was going to commit to follow.  



Philip could have blocked the way entirely. He could have cited  Deuteronomy 23:1 – “No 
Eunuch can belong to the Lord’s assembly”.  Or he could have easily said – sorry – I’m not sure you’re 
ready yet. I’m not sure WE’RE ready yet. Here’s what I’ll do – I’ll give you some things to read, we’ll 
get you a teacher to bring you along, and after you’ve completed your studies, and after we’ve taken a 
vote to decide whether a eunuch like you should be allowed our community – then you’ll be ready to be 
baptized.  Philip could have done that. If Philip were a candidate for ordination in the church today I 
suspect many would say that’s what we should do.   

Or, Philip might have rolled the scroll he was reading forward. Because Deuteronomy’s words of 
exclusion aren’t God’s only words on our Ethiopian friend. Isaiah 56 says “Do not let the foreigner 
joined to the  Lord say, “The  Lord will surely separate me from his people”; and do not let the eunuch 
say, “I am just a dry tree.” For thus says the Lord: To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose 
the things that please me and hold fast my covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls, a 
monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall 
not be cut off.” 

We don’t know what Philip was thinking. But we know what he did. Philip does just baptized 
him.  And then he never saw him again.  And the Eunuch joyfully goes back to his home, and Philip is 
swept down the road where he continues to declare the good news of Christ’s joy. 

Makes me wonder.  Makes me wonder if the biggest problem facing the church today is not so 
much the specific issues we spend so much time worrying about but the fact that we spend so much time 
worrying about them. Because it seems to me that there are people all around us like that Ethiopian man 
on the road. 

Maybe they are what we today usually call seekers, people actively looking something more in 
their lives, a deeper sense of connection, a deeper sense of meaning.  Maybe they have status and 
privilege and education in certain arenas and it is hard to admit their ignorance about 
spirituality.  Maybe they have already heard a message of exclusion, an updated version 
of Deuteronomy 23:1 – that tells them that people like “Them” - whatever “them” they may be a part of- 
aren’t welcome. Or maybe they have been allowed into a church community, but only partway, with 
grudging tolerance instead of active embrace. 

People like the eunuch are all around us.  We who are disciples of Jesus are called to still called 
to bear witness to them -  in Judea, Samaria, to the ends of the earth, even here in Teller County.  Where 
does it start?  How do we begin? 

We start with the Holy Spirit, of course - putting ourselves at the Spirit’s disposal, joining in the 
Spirit’s work, being led to places we did not plan to go, even to the Gaza road. 

From there we might move on with Scripture, not with the texts that lay out the rules so that we 
can tell others the ways we think they are wrong - but with the ones that bring us hope. Texts that make 
our hearts sing, the stories that speak to our lives, the songs that bring us light and hope in the times of 
our deepest distress.  

We might share our own story, our own experience. Or we might, in a figurative sense at least – 
start with the eunuch, get to know people who are marginalized or angry or hurt or doubting or scared. 

But however we may start – we will not get far if we don’t do two other things.  First - maintain 
our own connection – to Christ, the vine, - through our own prayer, reading of scripture, and the brothers 



and sisters around us who keep us connected to him through the community.  And second - Travel in 
love.  

Remember the words of the elder in John 1 – He’s building toward the climax of his letter 
addressed to a church that is divided, arguing over who has the “right” way of living, the “right” 
teachings about God, the “true” access to the Spirit.  And he says look – you want to test the Spirit – you 
want to know who is truly serving God?  Look for love.  For 

“God is love, and those who remain in love remain in God and God remains in them.”  “There is 
no fear in love, but perfect love drives out fear, because fear expects punishment.” “We love because 
God first loved us.” “This commandment we have from him: Those who claim to love God ought to 
love their brother and sister also.”

Because love is where it really starts.  It’s where it started at the very beginning.  God created out 
of love – formed humans in God’s own image out of a desire to be in relationship.  God’s whole story – 
in creation, in scripture – is a story of love – love whose ultimate expression was Jesus - God incarnate – 
fully God, fully human.  The one whose life, death, and resurrection demonstrated God’s determination 
to stay connected to his creation – to stay in relationship with us.  

It doesn’t matter where we start, because the story that God is writing began before us, and will 
continue forever.  The story is God’s – God is the one who weaves it all together.  But it isn’t a 
monologue – it is a conversation.  And it is a conversation we are mean to be part of, and to share. 
That’s what we do that here in this building, in this congregation – but it can happen anywhere, 
everywhere. We can never tell when we might be led to an encounter with Jesus shared with someone 
else at a significant intersection in both our lives.  Because we are always in the midst of the story, 
alongside other people are always in the midst of their story.  

Sometimes, as we encounter each other, we can offer to serve as guides.  Sometimes we might 
find that we are the ones receiving guidance. That’s how transformation works.  

Where does it end? It doesn’t.  Where does it start?  Only God can say!  But, my prayer is that, 
by the power of the risen Christ, it may begin in us - in me and you.  In the name of the Father, and of 
the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  


