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Some of my favorite stories are travel stories, adventure stories. Whether 

presented in books, movies, or narrated by an individual - I love stories of 

adventure! I remember reading "Around the World in 80 Days'" and "Swiss 

Family Robinson" when I was in middle school. In High School I discovered 

the Hobbit and the Lord of the Rings trilogy. I think I read the whole lot 9 

times before I graduated. J.R.R. Tolkien's masterful telling of the 

adventures of Bilbo and Frodo Baggins, tiny hobbits who live comfortable 

lives separated from the world in their quiet bucolic homeland they call The 

Shire. The Hobbits know that there is a great big world out there, but they 

would prefer to stay home and stick to themselves, thank you very much! 

They are not fans of Adventures of any sort, nor are they fans of leaving 

their homeland. When Bilbo is invited along on an adventure by a traveling 

Wizard he first declines, but then tentatively agrees to go along with a band 

of Dwarves who are seeking to retake their prized underground kingdom 

form a dragon. It's an exciting story. As you can imagine Bilbo learns a lot 

about the world as he travels. But he learns even more about himself. I 

think that's why I like adventure stories so much. They lead me to think 

about the world a bit differently, but also to think differently about myself, 

to challenge my biases and my perceptions.  

The Luke/Acts story is a travel story. It is the story of Jesus coming into the 

world to lead a small band of followers on an adventure into their broader 

world, a world they thought they knew, a world they thought they 

understood, but seeing it from Jesus's perspective changed everything. It's 

the story of God moving in the world and this tiny band of followers 

beginning to see it, first from Jesus's perspective, and then from the larger 

view of the Holy Spirit. As they moved out from Jerusalem, to Judea, and 

into the very edges of the known world, they encountered new people and 

new ideas, both of which forced them to examine their long-held beliefs and 

biases.  

And the story begun in Luke and Acts is not over. It continues today. It 

continues in each of our lives and in our church. We are a part of the story. 

We have been invited on the journey too, led by the same disruptive Holy 

Spirit that guided these early followers to reach beyond what was 

comfortable, what was normal, what was accepted to see the world in a new 

way.  
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The faith that we hold has been at its best when on the move. The history of 

our faith can be traced much farther back than Luke's gospel. It can be 

traced back to Abraham who we discover in the first pages of our Bibles. 

Abraham, a wanderer, a nomad who left his home region at the guidance of 

a heretofore unknown deity to go to “a place that I will show 

you.”  According to the story, Abraham had no idea where he was going. 

Throughout the Bible that story is repeated. We read of people moving 

about, guided, and prompted by God, always taking their faith with them, 

sharing their story and God’s story wherever they traveled. Even Jesus 

described himself as a wanderer. He said he had no home, no place to lay 

his head. He traveled with his band of followers all across the region, 

teaching, preaching, feeding, healing, and loving. The narrative of Acts is 

the story of a God still on the move and the story of the early disciples and 

the early church just trying to keep up. Throughout the biblical narrative 

God calls, God leads, and God’s people follow, albeit sometimes reluctantly. 

For the past several weeks we have been journeying through Acts. Earlier in 

chapter 8 we read that after Stephen was killed the church scattered. Saul, 

later called Paul, had begun seeking out anyone who was a Christian, going 

house to house, and tossing any believers he found into prison for their 

“heretical” faith. But the news of Jesus kept spreading. Despite the 

persecution people continued to be converted. Believers moved throughout 

the known world in an effort to avoid the reach of the temple authorities 

and Saul’s band of inquisitors. Basically, followers of Jesus left Jerusalem 

and Judea in droves. It was a diaspora.  As believers dispersed farther and 

farther into the world they took their faith with them. As they moved, they 

talked about Jesus. This nascent faith continued to grow. 

So MABC, as we step into May 2021, with over a year of living in COVID-

times, with over a year of worshiping without a lead pastor, we are not 

alone. It was a year ago that I did a series of messages on liminality. I talked 

about how we seem to be living in a liminal time, a time of almost-but-not-

yet, a time where it seemed we were on the verge of something, what that is 

only God may know. Here we are a year later and it still seems that 

way.  But people of MABC, though it may seem like we are wandering 

without direction, we are stepping into familiar territory for God’s people. 

We are journeying, one step at a time following the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit. It may seem like we are walking into nowhere land. But know this, 
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God goes before us, calling us onward, revealing the next step as we take it. 

Our story this morning is one of journeying at God’s direction. Willie James 

Jennings reminds us that diaspora should be the norm for Gods people. It 

should be on the road that we are most comfortable. He writes, “roads are 

about survival, moving from one place to the next and searching for life 

possibilities or at least running from the forces of death” (p 82). 

In Acts 8:5-8 we read an interesting short narrative about Phillip. Most 

scholars do not believe this Philip to be the disciple, but one of the men 

chosen along with Stephen as a deacon, someone picked by the early church 

to help ensure that food and other provisions was being distributed equally 

to all who needed it. The story of Stephen’s stoning occurs just prior to this 

chapter in Luke’s narrative. Remember a better name for this book, part 2 

of Luke’s account of God’s moving through Jesus, is Acts of the Holy Spirit. 

It tells of how Jesus continued to work after his resurrection. 

“Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Messiah there. 

When the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed, they all 

paid close attention to what he said. For with shrieks, impure spirits came 

out of many, and many who were paralyzed, or lame were healed. So there 

was great joy in that city.” 

Did you notice that? Phillip went to Samaria. No God-fearing Jew ever went 

to Samaria! But Philip was a Hellenistic Jew, a Greek-speaking Jew, not 

one of the folks born and raised in Israel, only speaking Hebrew or 

Aramaic. Remember, Jesus had ventured into Samaria for a short spell with 

his disciples- that’s where he met the Samaritan women at the well. But 

from all indications they were only there a few days. While we love that 

story, there is indication that the trip might have begun to change the 

deeply ingrained biases of the disciples. It might have begun to show them 

that Jesus’s message, that Gods love, is not just for the “chosen people,” not 

solely reserved for those of Jewish heritage. 

It was a while before the apostles scattered around the world on mission. 

When persecution began in earnest, the apostles stayed in Jerusalem, while 

many converts moved away. The apostles became the leaders of this new 

sect of Judaism. By the time Like wrote Acts the schism within the Jewish 

faith had widened and the followers of The Way were becoming more 
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separate in their worship and faith practice. So most of the church leaders 

stayed in Jerusalem save for a few trips. 

Phillip, a new deacon of the church in Jerusalem apparently got a wild hair 

guided by the Holy Spirit and went to Samaria on mission. He was so 

successful there that Peter and John were sent by the other apostles to 

investigate what was happening. They found many new Jesus followers 

because of Phillip’s work. 

Philip then was called to go down to a random road. There are no details 

given. In fact, the Greek here is much less specific than our translations 

might imply. This could just as easily be translated, “go to the desert” or “go 

to the middle of nowhere.” There are no specific GPS coordinates given. 

Philip followed the Spirit’s leading. When he arrived in the middle of 

nowhere, he found he was not alone but was alongside another traveler. 

The other traveler was riding in a chariot and reading aloud from the 

Hebrew scriptures. Philip got close enough to inquire if the reader 

understood what he was reading. Philip was invited to come into the 

chariot and explain the scripture. 

It is vital for us to understand who this reader-of-scripture was. Who was 

this “Ethiopian Eunuch?” It is the essential part of this story. To miss it is to 

miss how God was at work then and is still at work now. This man is an 

Ethiopian. From my reading this past week I learned something. He was 

probably not from the area we call Ethiopia. That term was used to describe 

anyone dark skinned from anywhere in Africa. In this time, it was also used 

to mean “exotic.” He was obviously rich or worked for someone who was 

rich. He could read Hebrew. He had traveled by chariot from his country to 

Jerusalem. He was a person of faith – we can assume he believed in and 

worshiped the Hebrew God since he was coming from “worshiping at the 

temple.” But this person is also described as a Eunuch. A eunuch is 

someone who has been castrated. Historically this sometimes occurred 

against the persons will, but at other times it was chosen. Sometimes it was 

done to slaves. At other times a man would choose to be castrated to qualify 

for service to a king or other leader. Eunuchs were often chosen to work 

with royal concubines or were given financial jobs for kings. But eunuchs 

were excluded from going into the temple in Jerusalem. They were 

considered to be mutilated, damaged, impure. Deuteronomy 23:1 clearly 

states that castrated men cannot enter the Assembly of God. They were 
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banned from public worship and from full participation in the community 

of faith. This Ethiopian man was also a gentile - two strikes against him as 

far as membership and participation in the Jewish faith. He may have been 

a proselyte, a convert to Judaism, but since he was not born into a Jewish 

family, circumcised on the 8th day, and even more, especially since he had 

been castrated, he was not welcomed inside the temple. 

However, it is also important to note that despite the prohibition earlier in 

scripture, in Isaiah 56:3-7 the prophet contradicted the law given in 

Deuteronomy. Isaiah said in the age of salvation even eunuchs and 

foreigners will be welcomed into the temple. Luke’s story in chapter 8 of 

Acts shows us that the gospel message is being taken to the outsiders and 

even the outcasts. This eunuch asks Philip to explain God’s word to him. He 

is asking for understanding, yes, but also for inclusion. He is asking for 

Philip to Baptize him. He is asking to be a part of the family of believers. 

And Philip gives him what he asks for – first the gift of salvation, but also of 

inclusion. Philip welcomes him into the family of God through baptism, 

throwing aside the rules of who is in and who is out. This story changes the 

rules. Philip isn’t limited by the rules he has been taught. He responds to 

the Holy Spirit.  

For us this story changes Old Testament prohibitions. This story releases 

the hold that the law has on the movement of the spirit of God. This 

scripture gives freedom to all, to ALL, to come as they are. Notice, after his 

baptism he is still a Eunuch. That does not change. This story appears just a 

few verses after the paralyzed man is made whole by the gate called 

beautiful. Gods power working through the apostles and the early believers 

was available to Philip too. The Eunuch was not “made whole”. He would 

still have been considered “damaged” or “mutilated”. The temple priests 

would have still barred his entrance into the temple and his participation in 

the assembly. Similarly, he was still a gentile. What changed was 

requirement, the prohibition, the law. Freedom, salvation was freely given 

to this man who represented perversion and damaged goods under the law. 

Now he is accepted. Now he is seen as whole. Now he can come as he is for 

full participation in the family of God through Christ. He does not have to 

change who he is to come; He is welcome. He is family. He is blessed and 

honored as a child of God. 
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Church - How have we missed this? Folks, in the Old Testament laws we, as 

gentiles, were also banned from the assembly. Through Christ we are 

welcomed inside. In Christ we are family too. How have we missed not only 

this story, the many times Jesus talked about inclusion, touched the 

untouchable, and welcomed the outcast, the stranger, and the least of 

these? How do we, who claim to follow this all-inclusive savior now dare to 

exclude others! How dare we preach or live a gospel of exclusion of anyone! 

It is for all people, freely offered. Freely given. No strings attached. No 

requirement for change. In Jesus’s economy ALL are welcome. In Jesus’s 

church All can come. 

But just as Jesus consistently broke down barriers and challenged religious 

expectations and requirements, this story continues that practice. Just like 

we have seen the past three weeks, the apostles and newly selected church 

leaders continue to do the things Jesus had done. They follow the leading of 

the Holy Spirit to take the message of Jesus out of Jerusalem away from the 

temple into all parts of the world. In fact, as Luke’s narrative progresses, 

while the gospel is rejected in Jerusalem it explodes into the rest of the 

world. 

It is important to note: The Holy Spirit is not really doing anything new 

here. This is just another example of what the Spirit of God has been trying 

to show throughout history. Just as there is a progression within the Old 

Testament towards more openness, Jesus also said, “you have heard it said, 

but I say to you....” changing the understanding and interpretation of 

scripture and rules, the disciples words and actions continued to reframe 

beliefs, practices, rules and laws. Yes, Jesus changed the Old Testament 

laws and practices! He said he had not come to change them but to fulfill 

them – basically the same thing as far as our practice goes. We are not 

required to follow many of the tight rules laid out in the chapters of the Old 

Testament because Jesus gave us permission to look at them differently – 

to look to the reasons the laws were given and to assess them in light of new 

knowledge we hold. This idea is throughout the New Testament if we but 

look for it. Remember Paul’s writing to the church at Ephesus about the 

issue of circumcision? Two groups were fighting about whether Gentiles 

who believed in Jesus must be circumcised before they were welcome. Paul 

strongly disagreed. In Ephesians 18-2:12  he wrote, 
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“remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from 

citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, 

without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you 

who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 

For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has 

destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by setting aside in his 

flesh the law with its commands and regulations. His purpose was to 

create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace, 

and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by 

which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you 

who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him 

we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.” 

Jesus changed the Old Testament requirements of who was in and who was 

out. Jesus and later his followers began to dismantle these walls of 

separation between people groups. They dismantled the boundaries 

between clean and unclean. 

So why do we continue to build walls that Jesus has torn down? Why do we 

continue to miss or ignore his instructions and his example that all are 

welcome? Why do we continue to pursue sameness within our fellowships? 

Jesus not only wants us to think differently about people, he wants us to BE 

different in our fellowship. He wants our assemblies to reflect our beliefs. 

Remember the story Jesus told about the banquet? 

It’s in Luke’s gospel, chapter 14. Jesus was a dinner guest in a home. He 

was watching people come in and select the seats of honor closet to the 

host. He commented aloud that people should act with humility when 

arriving at a dinner party, selecting the humblest seat. Hopefully the host 

will then ask them to move up to a better seat and not ask them to move to 

a lesser seat. He added, and when inviting folks to dinner, don’t invite the 

rich and famous, invite those who can’t pay you back - invite those on the 

outside of society. God will pay you back in his Kingdom. 

Someone in the group responded with a holy, churchy answer, “aw yes, how 

wonderful it will be to dine in the Kingdom of heaven!” 

Hearing both his self-righteousness and that he missed or ignored the point 

Jesus was trying to make, he added another story. A man had prepared a 
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feast and invited a lot of guests. When the preparations were ready, he sent 

word to all who had been invited. Each one gave a lame excuse. Luke writes, 

““The servant came back and reported this to his master. 
Then the owner of the house became angry and ordered his 

servant, ‘Go out quickly into the streets and alleys of the 

town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind and the 

lame.’ “‘Sir,’ the servant said, ‘what you ordered has been 

done, but there is still room.’ “Then the master told his 

servant, ‘Go out to the roads and country lanes and compel 

them to come in, so that my house will be full.” 

Jesus invites everyone to his feast! Why then do we exclude anyone by our 

attitudes and our rules? We are required to go out into the highways and 

byways and invite everyone we meet into the banquet hall to feast at the 

king’s table! 

Luke’s story of Philip and the Ethiopian is another example of how the 

spirit of God was moving the church towards inclusion and breaking down 

walls of separation. But when I have heard this story preached in the past, it 

message has been focused on how God can use anyone in the effort to 

evangelize the world - God even used an outcast like the Eunuch to take the 

gospel into Africa! That was probably the result of this story. But to jump to 

the end we miss Luke’s narrative point here. This story is foreshadowing of 

the battle over the inclusion of everyone in the church that comes to a head 

between Peter and Paul later in Acts. 

Throughout Luke’s writings, first in the gospel of Luke and now in Acts, we 

can clearly see a theme of greater inclusion and openness. Jesus constantly 

challenges the old ways, the old laws of exclusion. Jesus and now the Holy 

Spirit guides followers to welcome the stranger and reach out to those 

believed to be on the outside. Jesus breaks down any wall of separation we 

might seek to establish. As Jesus said when clearing the temple, “my house 

is to be a house of prayer for all peoples!”  

Ours is not only to passively let them come, ours is to invite them, to 

welcome them, to include them, to acknowledge them as family 

members, friends, and as fully participating members of our 

church.  
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Milledge Avenue Baptist Church, we have had a long journey together in 

this community. A part of that journey has been constantly listening to the 

Holy Spirit’s movement among us. Sometimes it has meant rethinking our 

beliefs and adapting to what we feel is the leading of God towards openness. 

We were early rebels among Southern Baptists, ordaining women as 

deacons. Not long after we rebelled again and ordained women to the 

ministry, a role that most Baptists still reserve for men. We were active in 

the civil rights movement. We decided many years ago to step away from 

the Southern Baptist Convention and join with the Cooperative Baptist 

Fellowship – a group we felt more closely aligned with the road we had 

been traveling as a congregation. This morning, after a long process of 

conversation, prayer, reading and studying scripture, we will vote on a 

resolution towards openness, to not only passively allow our LGBTQ 

brothers and sisters to be members of our congregation as we have done, 

but to recognize that they have already had a place at the table in 

the Kingdom of God and to celebrate them as vital parts of our 

community of faith. We want to be a place that demonstrates God’s 

invitation to all to come to the banquet God has prepared in Christ Jesus. 

No exclusions. No walls. No barriers.  

But this doesn’t stop with us as a congregation. God is asking each of us to 

look inward, to examine and acknowledge our biases of exclusion. God is 

asking us all to hold our beliefs and attitudes up to the light and to let the 

Holy Spirit begin to change them, to open each of us up to the same 

attitudes of openness and love for all peoples that Jesus demonstrated, that 

Philip demonstrated.  

MABC, our journey together is not over. Like Bilbo and Frodo we are sure 

to continue to encounter people and situations that challenge our 

perceptions, our practices, and even our theology. But I also know that we 

do not travel alone. We are following after God, who goes before us. I’m am 

confident that, as Paul writes in his letter to the church at Philippi, “He who 

began a good work in you will be faithful to complete it in Christ Jesus.” 

Let’s travel together, hand in hand, welcoming and celebrating everyone the 

Holy Spirit leads us to.  

Pray. 


