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Well, folks, today we are coming to the end of this sermon series all about the Bible’s 
nameless heroes – stories of people in all places and all walks of life who may seem at 
first glance to be little more than a passing “extra” on the scene of God’s salvation story 
– but in truth, show themselves to be powerful beacons of God’s grace and the very 
people upon whom God builds God’s church. 
 
We started with the story of God himself refusing to take on a name, because God 
prefers to exist somewhat mysteriously, constantly seeking to surprise us. 
 
And then we turned to unnamed human beings in scripture. My husband David kicked 
us off with the strange little story of the Medium at Endor, the exiled woman who 
illegally talks to dead people, but whose services are sought after by the very king who 
pushed her underground. And then, we heard the story of Jephthah’s daughter – a 
faithful woman with an idiotic father, who demonstrated her power by approaching life 
with a measure of hope, even when everything seemed hopeless. We heard the story of 
the Canaanite woman – an outsider; a Gentile, who knew enough to know that even the 
smallest crumb of God’s grace was more than enough to live on. 
 
We heard the story of the little boy who came to a big gathering of hungry people, and 
saw his tiny little offering of food miraculously multiplied enough to feed as many as 
20,000 people. And last week we heard the story of the two thieves who were crucified 
next to Jesus – one of whom gave us one of the most beautiful models of repentance 
that we have in all of scripture. 
 
So, up until now every person we have encountered has been somebody who has lived 
on the fringes of society. Not well-off; some of them very poor; just barely scraping by. 
People who have found themselves down on their luck. A woman forced to work on the 
black market. A woman sentenced to death by her own father. A mother with a sick 
child. A little boy all by himself. Criminals on death row. 
 
Today’s story is actually a kind-of weird story about two men, who couldn’t possibly be 
any more different from each other. 
 
The first man in our story is someone we have seen before. The disciple Philip. In fact, 
Philip showed up just two weeks ago in our story of Jesus feeding the multitudes. Philip 
is not the most well-known disciple - not by a long shot. He does not refer to himself as 
“the disciple who Jesus loved” like John does; Jesus never praises him loudly, declaring 
that “on this rock I will build my church” like Peter; he doesn’t take afternoon hikes with 
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Jesus up to the Mount of Transfiguration or get into a foot race to the empty tomb...he’s 
just one of the pack.  
 
He’s one of the 12 – one of the disciples – but he usually doesn’t say a whole lot and he 
doesn’t stand out among them. He does what needs to be done. When Jesus was up on 
the mountain trying to take some time to pray while the hungry crowds are gathering 
around, Philip is the one who tries to organize the mess, and get a head count, and try 
to figure out where the food for these people is going to come from. 
 
In the book of Acts, chapter 6, another mess is brewing – in fact, another mess that has 
to do with hungry people and not enough food to go around. There was a tradition in 
the Jewish community, and later in the Jewish-Christian community, that the faith 
community would band together to care for its widows and orphans, and those who did 
not have the means to care for themselves. Also, during this time there were two major 
groups within the Jewish community: The Hebrews and the Hellenists. The Hebrews 
were primarily Hebrew or Aramaic-speaking Jews, and the Hellenists were Greek-
speaking Jews.  
 
This is a horrible oversimplification, but by and large, the Hebrews were the 
descendants of the Jewish people who, after the Babylonian exile decided to return 
home to Jerusalem to rebuild the town and the temple and the country. But not all of 
the people returned home. Many of the people had built lives outside of Judea. And so 
they became part of what was known as the “diaspora” – or “dispersed” people of 
Israel. Living outside of the regions of Judea and Galilee, they really merged deeply with 
the culture in which they lived – speaking the language of the Greek people and 
adopting a good number of their traditions and customs. 
 
And then, later on, many of them relocated back to Judea again. But they didn’t exactly 
receive the warmest welcome from their Hebrew brothers and sisters. The Hebrews 
basically looked at the Hellenists as “sell-outs,” as “idolaters,” as the prodigal son 
returning home again. And as a result there was a lot of tension between these two 
groups. 
 
So in Acts chapter 6, we have the Hellenists – the sort-of progressive, new-agey Jewish 
folks complaining that when their widows come to receive their daily allotment of food 
from the food pantry, they are being turned away by the more traditional, conservative, 
more “orthodox” Hebrew Jews – who don’t want to have anything to do with the 
Hellenists. 
 
And so the disciples get together and troubleshoot, and in the end, they appoint seven 
people to oversee the food distribution, and make sure that everybody was receiving 
their fair share. Basically, these people were put on babysitting duty when the faith 
community decided to act like toddlers and refused to play in the sandbox together. 
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And among these seven people, only one of them was one of them. Philip. The disciples 
basically said to Philip, “okay, we don’t need you anymore, you can serve over here 
instead, while we get back to the real work of building the church.” 
 
But even though Philip grudgingly agreed to do the job, evidently that was not what God 
had in mind for Philip. Because just two chapters later, we are told that the Spirit of God 
snatched Philip up, and plopped him down in the middle of nowhere. Actually, an angel 
of the Lord appears to Philip, and tells him to go down to an obscure, out-of-the-way 
wilderness road running from Jerusalem to Gaza. 
 
So, probably already feeling pushed out of the way, kicked to the curb by the other 
disciples, Philip says “first the disciples try to get rid of me, and now I’m sent as far from 
civilization as I can get. Is it me? Doesn’t anyone want me around?” 
 
And lo and behold, there on that rocky path in the middle of nowhere, we meet our 
second character in the story: an Ethiopian Eunuch. 
 
So, let’s unpack this a little bit. 
Ethiopia is a country in Africa that lies pretty much due south, and a little bit east of 
Judea. If you were to fly from Jerusalem straight down to Ethiopia, you’d be travelling 
roughly 1500 miles. But travelling this road on foot, or by chariot, along the winding 
roads of New Testament times, the distance would be quite a bit further. So, this guy 
was a long way from home. 
 
Because of his dark skin, in Judea this man would have stood out immediately in a 
crowd. But even more noticeable than the man’s skin color would have been the way he 
was travelling. By chariot. Pulled by a horse. We are told that this man is reading. And 
even back 2000 years ago distracted driving wasn’t exactly encouraged, so more than 
likely he had a chariot driver. 
 
And what’s more, he possessed a scroll of Isaiah. Remember: this was 1400 years before 
the invention of the printing press. You couldn’t just go to your corner store and pick up 
a Bible if you wanted to read the Hebrew scriptures. A scroll of Isaiah would have been 
insanely expensive. 
 
So, a chariot...a driver...an expensive scroll...this man wasn’t just well-off. He was 
ludicrously rich. Like, coming from royalty rich. 
 
Which would have made a lot of sense. In the ancient world, there was a lot of hoopla 
around royal lineage, and a lot of shenanigans that people would often play if they 
thought they had a chance at becoming king. So one thing that they would often do 
would be to surgically sterilize male members of the royal household, thus preventing 
them from having an heir, and rendering them ineligible to ascend to the throne. 
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Then, once they were no longer a “threat” to the king, they would give them power, and 
wealth, and authority. So, this man was in charge of Ethiopia’s entire royal treasury. 
That would have been an incredibly lucrative job, but one that he would have only 
received as a result of government-mandated violence against him. 
 
Also in Ethiopia at the time, there was interestingly, a sizeable Jewish community. But 
Judaism at the time had a tradition of barring eunuchs from temple worship. In the 
Torah, eunuchs were looked at as “blemished lambs” – not acceptable; not fit for 
worship because of the alterations made to their bodies. And that practice stuck for a 
long time. 
 
So here’s what we have here: Philip. An often-overlooked disciple, who’s basically been 
written off by the other disciples and relegated to waiting tables while his friends are 
building churches, even though that is neither his passion nor his call. 
 
And then we have this unnamed man who really doesn’t fit anywhere. He’s Jewish, but 
historically hasn’t been allowed in the temple. He’s hundreds of miles away from home 
and as a result he sticks out like a sore thumb because he doesn’t look like anyone 
around him. He is wealthy. Obscenely wealthy, by virtue of his lineage, but his lineage 
has been physically cut off. 
 
So this Ethiopian misfit is by himself in his carriage, trying to read Isaiah, when out of the 
blue another misfit – the ostracized disciple Philip – appears alongside him. Philip starts 
running as fast as he can alongside the chariot, racing to keep up with this stranger who 
he has never met before. And the Ethiopian man in the carriage is startled. He’s not 
used to people talking to him, approaching him, much less on a deserted wilderness 
road. And his mind is swimming with questions. In fact, Philip and the Ethiopian speak 
almost entirely in questions, ending with the most important one of all: “What is to 
prevent me from being baptized?” 
 
Truth be told, I think the Ethiopian probably half expected to be given a laundry list of 
things that would prevent him being baptized – prevent him from having a place in 
God’s kingdom. This man’s whole life he had been prevented from doing what he 
wanted to do. Prevented from fully being himself. Prevented from marrying. Prevented 
from having children. Prevented from taking his place in the royal bloodline as an heir to 
the throne. Prevented even from worshipping God in the temple. 
 
Yet here, now, in this moment, all of these barriers that he has run up against his entire 
life fade away. And he is given exclusive access to the kingdom of God. God even plucks 
up a fellow misfit and drops him on this deserted road to open up to him the keys to the 
kingdom, and then plants a stream of water there for no other reason than that he 
might be baptized – might be welcomed into the kingdom of God – right then and there. 
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After a lifetime of hearing nothing but “no,” now this man is finally hearing a loud and 
resounding “yes” as God tells both him and Philip – both of them in different ways – this 
is where you belong. And my grace and my mission are big enough even for you. 
 
You who are too often overlooked. You whose gifts and passions never seem to be seen 
or noticed or appreciated. You who faithfully follow but always seem to disappear in the 
crowd. You who feel like you have been kicked to the curb. You who may as well be 
invisible. In God’s kingdom – in God’s family – in God’s mission – there is a place for you. 
 
You whose life seems on the surface to be glorious, but underneath is a mess. You who 
wish you could disappear, but you simply can’t – for whatever reason you stick out like a 
sore thumb and never seem to “fit” anywhere. You who never quite feel like you belong. 
You who live your whole life hearing one “no” after another and never seem to be able 
to get a “yes” – in God’s kingdom there is a place for you too. 
 
You who, along with the Medium at Endor, face job struggles and challenges every day; 
You who, along with Jephthah’s daughter, deal with challenging family dynamics; 
You who, along with the Canaanite woman, find yourself struggling to play caregiver for 
a loved one; 
You who, along with the little boy who brought his lunch, feel like there is never enough 
to meet the needs that arise; 
You who, along with the thieves on the cross, keep running up against your own sin and 
brokenness again and again and again, and you’re just tired of it; 
You who, along with the Ethiopian Eunuch, simply long for a place to belong: 
 
All of you. All of us. Messy people living messy lives, if we hear nothing else, hear this 
today: God sees you. God knows you. God names you and claims you and calls you his 
own. You belong. 


