
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fifth Sunday of Easter

Year B

RCL

Acts 8:26-40
Psalm 22:24-30
1 John 4:7-21

Almighty God, whom truly to know is everlasting life: Grant us so perfectly 

to know your Son Jesus Christ to be the way, the truth, and the life, that we 

may steadfastly follow his steps in the way that leads to eternal life; through 

Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of 

the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Acts 8:26-40

An angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Get up and go toward the south to the 

road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a wilderness road.) So 

he got up and went. Now there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of 

the Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, in charge of her entire treasury. He had

come to Jerusalem to worship and was returning home; seated in his chariot, 

he was reading the prophet Isaiah. Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to 

this chariot and join it.” So Philip ran up to it and heard him reading the 

prophet Isaiah. He asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” He 

replied, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” And he invited Philip to get 

in and sit beside him. Now the passage of the scripture that he was reading 

was this:

“Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter,
and like a lamb silent before its shear-
er, 
so he does not open his mouth. 

In his humiliation justice was denied him.
Who can describe his generation? 
For  his  life  is  taken  away  from  the
earth.” 

The eunuch asked Philip, “About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say

this, about himself or about someone else?” Then Philip began to speak, and 
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starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus. 

As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch 

said, “Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?” He 

commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and the eunuch, 

went down into the water, and Philip baptized him. When they came up out of

the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no 

more, and went on his way rejoicing. But Philip found himself at Azotus, and 

as he was passing through the region, he proclaimed the good news to all the 

towns until he came to Caesarea.
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Psalm 22:24-30 Page 612, BCP

Deus, Deus meus

24 My praise is of him in the great assembly; 
I will perform my vows in the presence of those who worship him. 

25 The poor shall eat and be satisfied,
and those who seek the LORD shall praise him: 
"May your heart live for ever!" 

26 All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD, 
and all the families of the nations shall bow before him. 

27 For kingship belongs to the LORD; 
he rules over the nations. 

28 To him alone all who sleep in the earth bow down in worship; 
all who go down to the dust fall before him. 

29 My soul shall live for him;
my descendants shall serve him; 
they shall be known as the LORD'S for ever. 

30 They shall come and make known to a people yet unborn 
the saving deeds that he has done. 
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1 John 4:7-21

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who 

loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know 

God, for God is love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent 

his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, 

not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning 

sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to 

love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives

in us, and his love is perfected in us.

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us 

of his Spirit. And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son 

as the Savior of the world. God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the 

Son of God, and they abide in God. So we have known and believe the love 

that God has for us.

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in 

them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness 

on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no 

fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punish-

ment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love because 

he first loved us. Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their brothers or sis-

ters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have 

seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have 

from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.

5



SERMON
Many years ago, I attended my son’s baptism into a small Baptist church in 

West Virginia. The pastor apparently had little formal education, and a Darby 

translation of the Bible. His text was Proverbs 6. He got as far as, “So shall 

thy poverty come as a roving plunderer, and thy penury as an armed man”, 

then looked at the congregation and confessed that he didn’t know what that 

word “penury” meant but he didn’t want to hear of any in his congregation 

having anything to do with it, anyway.

I don’t mean to poke fun at the man, but his preaching outside his under-

standing is more common with each of us than we want to confess. Over and 

over again we proclaim things we have heard in hymns or elsewhere as central

to our faith and understanding of our relationship with God without really un-

derstanding what we’re talking about. The first thing I did when I became 

your pastor was to ask Jeannette not to include “The Old Rugged Cross” in our

singing. Where in Scripture are we told to “cling to the old rugged cross”? We 

are resurrection people. We have to get past the old rugged cross. That’s why,

in Protestant churches, the cross is empty. When we  proclaim things we have 

heard in hymns or elsewhere as true without really understanding what we’re 

talking about, we stand a pretty good chance of getting in someone else's way

who is trying to find his path to God. That is a very bad thing, indeed, to do so

I was glad to see the story of the Ethiopian eunuch today. I want us to join 

this little drama for a bit. The story begins on the road to Gaza from 

Jerusalem. The only traveler on the road is an overweight African man in 

elaborate robes which are now dusty and streaked with sweat. In his hands he

holds a scroll that he is trying to read aloud from as his rented cart bumps 
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along the rutted road.  

Even a casual glance at the man would reveal that he is in a foul mood. 

He’s uncomfortable, but it’s not just the conditions of the road that is discom-

fiting him. Something else is eating at him.

A stranger suddenly runs up to the side of the cart and asks, “Do you under-

stand what you are reading?” 

The man in the chariot snaps, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” 

This is how Luke starts an important story that would have been much more

easily understood by his First Century audience than by us. That audience to 

whom Luke wrote seems to have been a mixed bag of Jewish Christians and 

Gentile Christians. If we are to understand what Luke is telling us, we have to

understand it within that context. Luke was writing to a church composed of 

“like me” and “not like me” trying to become “us”. That’s not so easy, to 

make “us” out of “like me” and “not like me”. The Jewish Christians perhaps 

still saw Jesus as an expression of their Jewish faith and were suspicious of 

those who didn’t come from that culture and the Gentile Christians perhaps 

saw the Jews as dragging back the expansion of the church into the larger 

world. The man in the cart has an additional, more onerous, burden as we will

see.

Luke’s account begins in dramatic fashion.

An angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Get 
up and go toward the south to the road 
that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.”
(This is a wilderness road.) So he got up 
and went. 
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Luke is telegraphing to his First Century mixed congregation of Jews and 

Gentiles, “Listen up, guys! This is important! An Angel is speaking. This is no 

chance encounter.” If that wasn’t a big enough clue, the road to which Philip 

is directed is a “wilderness road”. Anytime anybody mentions the wilderness 

or the desert in Scripture, that should be a red flag. Something important is 

about to happen. God meets His people in the desert and the wilderness.

The other person in this story is the Ethiopian eunuch. He’s a big shot, the 

treasurer of the queen of the Ethiopians. He’s clearly somebody who’s going 

to be taken very seriously wherever he goes. He’s going to expect to get pret-

ty much anything he wants. Important as he is, though, his must be the most 

fascinating untold story in the New Testament. It’s untold because the people 

of Luke’s world wouldn’t need any explanation beyond his description as an 

Ethiopian eunuch. Here’s what that meant in Luke’s world.

He’s Ethiopian, which in Luke’s world means that he has dark skin and is 

from the territories in Africa south of Egypt. In our world, we would say he is 

from the Sudan, or perhaps the country we still call Ethiopia. To the Jewish 

Christians reading Luke’s account, he is as “not like me” as he can be. Most 

tellingly, though, he’s a eunuch, which means he can never be a Jew or even a

proselyte. The reason that is so is contained in Deuteronomy 23:1 and I’ll say 

no more about it because it will make the women giggle and the men curl up 

in a ball. Right off the bat, then, this story is starting to unravel to First Cen-

tury ears. 

Now there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a 
court official of the Candace, queen of 
the Ethiopians, in charge of her entire 
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treasury. He had come to Jerusalem to 
worship and was returning home; seated 
in his chariot, he was reading the prophet
Isaiah.

The questions which would have immediately come to the mind of readers 

in Luke’s world would be, “Why in the world is this man, who is not a Jew and

can never be a Jew, coming from the dark side of the moon to Jerusalem to 

worship? And what’s he doing with a scroll of Isaiah? And where did he get it? 

What did he expect when he came to Jerusalem? And what did he get?”

These questions which would immediately spring to the mind of Luke’s first 

readers would never in this world occur to us. We don’t live in Luke’s world. If

we did live in Luke’s world, we’d have a pretty good idea why the man was in 

a foul mood, because he’s gone to an awful lot of trouble to come to 

Jerusalem, and his welcome at the Temple would have been humiliating: Big 

shot or not, he could not enter.

We know something else about him. We’re told that he came expressly to 

worship. Somehow, this Ethiopian has heard of the God worshiped in 

Jerusalem and been so transformed by it that he’s made an enormous journey

down the Nile, then perhaps by sea to Gaza, then by cart to Jerusalem to 

worship at the Temple. In Luke’s world there were an infinite number of ways 

to get yourself killed on a journey of that ambition. The length and difficulty 

of the journey speaks volumes about this man’s attraction to God. 

We can tell, quite apart from the dangers of the trip that he’s taken on, 

how serious he is because he has a scroll of Isaiah. Isaiah isn’t a trivial book. 

In our printed Bibles, it’s 66 chapters long. The scroll from which he was read-
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ing would have been hand copied, letter by painstaking letter, by a scribe 

whose skill did not come cheaply. A thing we can obtain for a trivial invest-

ment was an enormously valuable thing in Luke’s world. This man has traveled

perhaps a thousand miles, has obtained at significant expense a scroll of the 

Prophet Isaiah, maybe even learned Hebrew so that he could read it ... and 

has been turned away from the Temple. He has nothing but another enor-

mous, dangerous trip ahead of him to show for his ambition to worship at the 

Temple. Can you imagine a thirst for God so great that it would drive you to 

make a journey like that? Can you imagine someone so crazy for God that he 

would go that far, spend that much money, maybe even learn to read Hebrew 

so that he could read Isaiah? We sometimes skip church because it’s raining. 

This man has gone to all this trouble, put his life at risk ... and he’s been sent

packing like a beggar at the door of the Temple. No wonder he snaps, “How 

can I unless someone guides me?”

Everywhere I go, every time the issue of Jesus and Jewish law comes up, 

I’m told about this impenetrable thicket of laws that the Jewish authorities 

had imposed upon the people and which, I’m told, Jesus came to sweep away.

I sometimes think that Christians have come to think that rejecting Jewish 

laws makes them better Christians. Church, you don’t become a good Chris-

tian by rejecting the Jewish dietary laws that never had anything to do with 

you in the first place. You become a good Christian, and a good evangelist, by 

first recognizing your relationship with God and then by assisting your brother 

or your sister to do the same. Instead, I fear that we've done just what we are

being critical of others for doing – inventing laws circumventing God's love, 

and barring those who don't live up to our standards entry into the Temple.

The first time you tell another person that, because their baptism wasn’t 
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right, or their understanding of God’s demands upon them aren’t the same as 

yours, the first time you stand between somebody crazy for God and the Tem-

ple, you’re telling God what he may and may not do, and church...you’re go-

ing to be held accountable for that. The real problem is in our human tenden-

cy to raise our understanding of God’s requirements to the same level as God 

himself. We end up worshiping our own understanding. That’s what had hap-

pened to the people who barred this man who had tried so hard to come to 

worship God, and it beat him down. You can hear his frustration when he 

asked Philip, “Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being bap-

tized? I’ve been to the Temple and got run off, what impediment to God are 

you going to put up? Just tell me why I can’t be baptized, either.”

And Philip said, “There is no impediment. Come...”

I think that because God knows how easily confused we are about these 

things He peppers the Holy Scriptures with reminders like:

Beloved, let us love one another, because
love is from God; everyone who loves is 
born of God and knows God. Whoever 
does not love does not know God, for God
is love. 

No matter how clearly Scripture sets out our ultimate task of loving the 

Lord our God with all our heart, and with all our soul and with all our mind 

and our neighbor as ourselves, we manage to get distracted and led off round 

Robin Hood’s barn. God might better have said, “Whenever you read my Word 

and decide that I’m telling you something that will be a hindrance to your 

brothers and sisters, measure it against this standard: I am love. I am in love 
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with you, and with your brothers and sisters, even the ones that drive you 

nuts. I’m in love with them, too, and I only want them to enter into my king-

dom.”

And if you can’t help your brother or your sister to do that, then for God’s 

sake, just get out of the way and let the man through.

AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in 
square brackets. 

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Stan-
dard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Divi-
sion of Christian Education of the National Coun-
cil of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used 
by permission.

The Collects and the texts of the Psalms are 
from the Psalter of the Book of Common Prayer, 
1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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