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Acts 8:26-40 
 
Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning: Grant us so to hear them, read, 
mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting 
life, which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, for ever and ever. Amen [BCP, 236]. 
 
 “There’s a Jewish joke that says there’s no Heaven or Hell: we all go to the same place when 

we die, where Moses and Rabbi Akiva give constant and everlasting classes on the Bible and the 

Talmud. For the righteous this is eternal bliss, while for the wicked this is eternal suffering” 

[https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-what-is-the-jewish-afterlife-like-1.5362876]. I like this idea of 

heaven being an eternal Bible study where we learn from God and each other how to be more loving, how to 

be more like God. In his account of the first Easter, Luke tells how Jesus appeared to two disciples on the road 

to Emmaus and opened the scriptures to them and then later that same evening, he does the same thing with 

the other disciples: “Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still 

with you—that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must 

be fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures” [Lk 24:44-45, NRSV]. On Easter, 

the Hebrew Scriptures become the Old Testament and we read them in light of Jesus’ resurrection and his own 

teaching about himself in the scriptures. I share this as a way of approaching Luke’s account of Philip and the 

Ethiopian eunuch. While on the one hand, this is Luke recounting how the Church spread out from Jerusalem 

all the way to Rome, it is also about how the Church itself is formed from the Holy Scriptures themselves. We 

are shaped as the people of God by the Word of God. How we read the Bible matters and God will provide us 

the means to understand it. This is what we profess in our Catechism: “We call the Holy Scriptures the Word 

of God because God inspired their human authors and because God still speaks to us through the 

Bible. We understand the meaning of the Bible by the help of the Holy Spirit, who guides the Church 

in the true interpretation of the Scriptures” [BCP, 853-4]. This is what we see happening this morning in 

Acts, as the Holy Spirit sends Philip to the Ethiopian to help him understand what he is reading. 

 

I like how Barbara Brown Taylor, an Episcopal priest, who is one of the best preachers today, 

approaches this passage: 

While Christian commentators are often quick to make the Ethiopian a double outcast on account of 

his race and sexuality (…), the text itself says nothing of this. Instead, the text presents the Ethiopian 

as someone wealthy enough to ride in a chariot, educated enough to read Greek, devout enough to 

study the prophet Isaiah, and humble enough to know that he cannot understand what he is reading 



without help. He is also hospitable. When Philip speaks to him (at the direction of the Holy Spirit), 

the Ethiopian invites the talkative pedestrian to join him in his chariot. For a modern parallel, imagine 

a diplomat in Washington, D.C., inviting a street preacher to join him in his late model Lexus for a 

little Bible study [Feasting on the Word, Year B, vol. 2 {Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2008}457]. 

 The text that the Ethiopian is reading is the last suffering servant passage in Isaiah. From a Jewish 

perspective it is an obscure and difficult passage that has usually been interpreted as a reference to Israel itself 

as a suffering servant. For Christians, especially for the Gospel writers, it became a cornerstone text as a 

description of the suffering that Jesus endured on our behalf. He became the sacrificial lamb who died without 

complaint on our behalf. I’m not surprised that the Ethiopian had difficulty making sense of the text, but the 

real miracle is how God provides an interpreter for him. Philip had no clue what the Holy Spirit was up to when 

he was commanded to go to the wilderness road but when he heard the Ethiopian reading Isaiah, he knew that 

God had sent him to help this person. Using this text, he shared the Good News about Jesus and the man 

became a believer, even getting Philip to baptize him then and there in the wilderness. It’s a wonderful story 

from the early Church, but it’s also our story.  

 God invites us to read the Bible so that we can develop the mind of Christ. This isn’t a solitary endeavor 

but something we do together as the people of God. We help each other understand the Bible and its import 

for our lives. And when we have difficulty understanding a passage we are invited to pray and ask the Holy 

Spirit for guidance. God will send us a Philip to make sense of what we are reading. I want to share with you a 

list of nine theses that Ellen Davis and Richard Hays, Biblical scholars at Duke, proposed as guidelines for 

reading scripture in their collection of essays The Art of Reading Scripture [Grand Rapids, MI, 2003, 1-5]. 

 

1. Scripture truthfully tells the story of God’s action of creating, judging, and saving the world. 

2. Scripture is rightly understood in light of the church’s rule of faith as a coherent dramatic narrative. 

3. Faithful interpretation of Scripture requires an engagement with the entire narrative: the New 

Testament cannot be rightly understood apart from the Old, nor can the Old be rightly understood 

apart from the New. 

4. Texts of Scripture do not have a single meaning limited to the intent of the original author. In accord 

with Jewish and Christian traditions, we affirm that Scripture has multiple complex senses given by 

God, the author of the whole drama. 

5. The four canonical Gospels narrate the truth about Jesus. 

6. Faithful interpretation of Scripture invites and presupposes participation in the community brought 

into being by God's redemptive action - the church. 

7. The saints of the church provide guidance in how to interpret and perform Scripture. 

8. Christians need to read the Bible in dialogue with diverse others outside the church. 



9. We live in tension between the “already” and the “not yet” of the kingdom of God; consequently, 

Scripture calls the church to ongoing discernment, to continually fresh rereadings of the text in light 

of the Holy Spirit's ongoing work in the world. 

With the sacraments, the Bible forms us as God’s people and empowers us to follow the example of 

Philip and reach out to those struggling to make sense of what they are reading, struggling to make sense of 

their lives and to proclaim to them: “Alleluia! Christ is Risen! The Lord is Risen, Indeed! Alleluia!” 

      The Rev. Scott Hennessy 


