
PHILIP: THE MINISTER WHO LOVED TO MINISTER 
EAST END CHRISTIAN CHURCH, CINCINNATI 

30-April-2006 
 

Introduction 
The Christian writer, Warren Wiersbe defined ministry in the following way: ministry is that which 
“takes place when divine resources meet human needs through loving channels to the glory of 
God . . . We must know the divine resources personally, see the human needs compassionately, 
and become channels of God’s mighty resources so that God alone is glorified.  When God is 
glorified, His Spirit can work to bring Christ to those who need to know Him.”1   

 
While this definition seems revolutionary, it is actually an elaborated version of a Biblical principle.  
This principle can be seen as the lens through which the early Christians lived their lives; and it is a 
principle which can equally change our vision in order to see the mission of Christ.   

 
There is a wonderful story situated in the first portion of the book of Acts that brings this definition 
to life.  It is the story of an ordinary person asked to perform an extra-ordinary task; one that he 
would not have sought himself, had it not been for a little divine intervention.  What I would like 
for us to do is take a look at this story on multiple levels and see this principle of ministry in action.  
By doing this, we will be better able to apply the same precepts to our own lives for the same 
reason—to bring honor and glory to God.   

 
Background 

As with any study of a Biblical story, it is important to understand the context in which the story 
takes place.  Acts 8 begins in a very troubling way: at first glance, it is not all that encouraging to 
read.  It is troubling because it follows the story of the stoning of Stephen, and it introduces the 
beginning of Christian persecution.  The stoning is the result of how some key people responded 
to Stephen’s speech, which is found in Acts 7.   
 
The speech that Stephen gives was basically a response to charges brought against him.  The 
charges were that he was speaking against the Temple in Jerusalem as well as against the 
Jewish Law.  The people making these accusations said that Stephen was claiming that Jesus 
would destroy the Temple and get rid of the Law of Moses.   
 
What Stephen does in his response is quite intriguing.  He basically says: those who are bringing 
these charges against me are dead wrong; they have no real justification for the charges.  In the 
speech, as seen in Acts 7, Stephen argues that the Temple was man’s idea and not God’s; so 
even if Stephen was saying that the Temple was going to be destroyed, big deal.  Moreover, 
Stephen argues that the Jewish forefathers refused to obey and follow Moses; so even if Stephen 
was saying that the Law was being discarded, so what.   
 

[READ ACTS 7.51-57] 
 
Just when we think things couldn’t get any worse, or that the story couldn’t become any darker, 
we are confronted with Luke says next.   Luke says: “Saul was in hearty agreement with putting 
[Stephen] to death.  And on that day a great persecution began against the church in 
Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except 
the apostles. . . . Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and dragging off 
men and women, he would put them in prison” (Acts 8.1, 3). 
 

                                            
 1 W.W. Wiersbe, On Being a Servant of God (Grand Rapids, 1993), 3-4. 
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The language here is very strong and extremely graphic.  The imagery behind “ravaging” is that 
of a wild animal tearing apart its prey.1  The same current drives the use of “dragging”, for the 
image here is to move something (or, in this case someone) with little concern for what happens 
to that thing (or, person).  This same word is used when referring to the act of dragging away a 
dead body.  It is that kind of treatment which Saul bestowed upon the Christian believers.   
 
Luke, in writing the book of Acts, strategically emphasizes this event for two reasons.  First, the 
mentioning of Saul causing the persecution and scattering of Christian is crucial, for it is this same 
individual who will later encounter these same Christians—but for a completely different 
purpose.  Saul, upon his so-called conversion, is called by God to return to those he imprisoned 
and scattered, and deliver the gospel of Jesus Christ—a gospel of freedom and restoration.   
 
The second reason in mentioning the scattering of believers is because it completes the picture 
which was started at the beginning of Acts.  In the first chapter of Acts, Luke describes the 
apostles receiving instructions from Jesus before His ascension.  These instructions are explicit: 
“[Jesus] commanded them not to leave Jerusalem” (Acts 1.4), and with this command came 
some clear guidelines: “You shall be my witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth” (Acts 1.8).  
 
This is the stage upon which our story unfolds.  While at first glance, the stage is dark and frightful; 
a second glance reveals a hint of light and hope in the background.  The story we are going to 
look at is found in the rest of chapter eight: the story of Philip.  This story is broken down into two 
accounts: 1) his preparation, and 2) his presentation.  From this story, we will learn how to apply 
the lessons he learned to our own lives.   
 

Philip’s Preparation 
Before moving forward, it is important to note—quickly—that the Philip mentioned in Acts 8.4 is 
not the same Philip mentioned in Acts 1.13.  That Philip was one of the original twelve disciples of 
Jesus.  The Philip of Acts 8.4 was chosen to serve as one of the leaders of a local church, as 
described in Acts 6.3-6.  What is known about this Philip is that he was esteemed by the people 
of the church and was known for his good character.   
 
After being appointed as a leader, and possibly after witnessing the death of Stephen; Philip 
began his ministry in the region of Samaria.  While this first account of Philip has him as a minor 
character, there are some vital traits made known in what is said about him.  Each of these traits 
provides a lens through which he is seen in the second account.   
 
The first trait to notice about Philip: he was extremely bold.  This is seen because of his willingness 
to continue preaching the gospel of Jesus in spite of Saul persecution.  The importance of 
mentioning this action is that Philip was not being spiteful or arrogant in speaking out in the face 
of persecution; instead, Philip was speaking out because that was the command of Jesus Christ.  
Philip was taking the message, which began in Jerusalem, into Samaria and Judea; and he did 
so in spite of what it might cost him.  However, his boldness was rooted in his trust in God. 
 
Here is where the first part of Wiersbe’s definition comes into play.  Luke mentions that Philip 
performed many signs in the presence of the Samaritans.  He was using the “divine resources” 
given to him to meet a great need: the lack of knowledge of Jesus Christ.  The response is 
encouraging: “The crowds with one accord were giving attention to what was said by Philip” 
(Acts 8.6).  I should point out that the phrase, “giving attention” is synonymous with believing.   
 

                                            
 1 See, D. Gaertner, The College Press NIV Commentary: Acts (Joplin, 1993), 142. 
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This gives way to the second trait of Philip: his message was authentic.  One of the key tests for 
authenticity, as far as the Bible goes, is a tangible verification of what is said.  On several 
occasions, Jesus was asked to perform a sign to verify his bold statements.  While the reasoning 
behind such requests was wrong-headed, the purpose was correct: only a true messenger from 
God could verify his words with signs.   
 
In the Old Testament, a prophet simply known as “a man of God” spoke of the coming 
judgment upon Jeroboam.  A sign was then given to prove the message’s worth and validity 
(see 1 Kings 13.1-10).  However, Jeroboam did not believe the warning, and so tested its 
authenticity; only to pay the price of the sign being made known before his eyes.  Philip, in his 
preaching, was confirmed by God with tangible verification—leaving no room for doubt. 
 
The final trait to notice about Philip: he was only a part of the whole.  Philip knew that the 
success of his preaching was not the result of his own efforts; nor did he consider himself as being 
the sole authority on what he was teaching.  Philip knew that the task given to him was larger 
than himself, and it could only be accomplished by spreading the message to others and relying 
on the power of God.   
 
The story shows Peter and John coming into view—bringing assistance to what is already taking 
place.  The reason for their coming is important: they were considered to be the appointed 
authorities to oversee and solidify the teaching of Christ.  There are two key points we need to 
recognise in this: 1) Philip was not offended by their coming; he simply permitted them to do 
what they had been appointed to do.  2) Peter and John also knew they were only a part of the 
whole.  While their role was on a separate level, their responsibility was the same.   
 
It is for this reason that Paul says: “For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and 
all the members of the body, though they are many, are one body. . . . The eye cannot say to 
the hand, ‘I have no need of you.’ . . . On the contrary, it is much truer that the members of the 
body which seem to be weaker are necessary” (1 Corinthians 12.12, 21a, 22).  Philip, though he 
was a general member of a local church, was just as important to the mission of Christ as the 
Apostles.  Moreover, the Apostles recognized their small role within the much bigger whole.   
 

Philip’s Presentation 
The most difficult aspect of carrying out this mission confronted Philip while he was still preaching 
in Samaria.  “An angel of the Lord spoke to Philip saying, ‘Get up and go south to the road that 
descends from Jerusalem to Gaza.’  (This is a desert road)” (Acts 8.26).  By him proceeding to this 
“road less traveled”, Philip was initiating the final element of Jesus’ command: “you shall be my 
witnesses . . . even to the remotest parts of the earth” (Acts 1.6). 
 
This “desert road” ran from Jerusalem, down the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, and into 
northern Africa.  By following this road, Philip would be entering into a new and possibly unknown 
world.  Gentiles lived in these regions, and the Jews did not typically associate with Gentiles—
especially when it came to their beliefs.  But Philip understood that beliefs in and blessings from 
God were not limited to the Jews alone.1   
 
Faced with not only cultural barriers, but also social and maybe even theological barriers; we 
see the obedience of Philip by his not hesitating to respond to the divine call.  Upon arriving at a 
place on the quiet road, Philip encounters an Ethiopian eunuch returning to his home country.  
Unknown to Philip, this “Gentile” happened to be a believer of God; for the Bible says, “He had 
come to Jerusalem to worship” (Acts 8.27e). 

                                            
 1 See I Kings 8.41-43, which is a prayer from Solomon asking God to hear the prayers of “foreigners”.   



CS Sweatman 4 

Very quickly, the term “eunuch” was understood in two ways: 1) a physical condition, directly or 
indirectly caused, which prohibited the person from being able to have sex (or, to produce 
children); and 2) a title, of sorts, describing a particular devotion to a task or job.  A eunuch of 
the first type was not permitted into the inner courts of the Temple, due to the fact that he was 
deemed “unclean.”  Because the eunuch mentioned here was likely this first type, his condition 
became (unknowingly) a point of entry for Philip, which we’ll see in a moment. 
 
As we look closer at this story, there are three traits to notice about Philip; two of which are 
similar to the previous account.  The first: he was extremely bold.  This is seen in his willingness to 
cross cultural, social, and maybe theological boundaries in order to remain obedient to God.  
This eunuch was considered a Gentile, while Philip was a Jew; and because the eunuch was a 
high official to the queen, he was much higher up the social food-chain than Philip.  However, 
none of this hindered Philip from doing what he was commanded to do. 
 
The second thing to notice comes from seeing how he responded to the eunuch: he began on 
the eunuch’s own terms.  Upon arriving at the chariot, Philip “heard him reading Isaiah the 
prophet, and said, ‘Do you understand what you are reading’?” (Acts 8.30).  This is important 
because Philip sought to understand what the eunuch already knew; he did not barge in 
proclaiming what he knew.  (This is the “[meeting] human needs through loving channels” 
portion of Wiersbe’s definition).  Had he done it otherwise, Philip would have possibly neglected 
the eunuch’s needs, which means Philip would not have been able to respond appropriately. 
 
The place of the book of Isaiah in which the eunuch was reading dealt with the prophecy 
concerning the sacrifice of a certain person.  Because both prophecy and sacrifice were 
extremely powerful images in Egyptian culture, it is no wonder that this particular passage 
caught his eye.  Also, hearing of a man whose life would be taken who had no offspring would 
also speak to the eunuch.1  (This is that point of entry).   
 
Having this understanding, Philip then “opened his mouth, and beginning from this Scripture he 
preached Jesus to him” (Acts 8.35).  After hearing the good news of Jesus Christ, and how he 
suffered and died for the lost and cleansed the unclean; the eunuch sought to become a part 
of God’s people.2  What happened next leads us to the third thing to notice about Philip: he was 
only a part of the whole.   
 
The Bible says, “When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away” 
(Acts 8.39).  The imagery used here is very powerful, for the word “snatched” paints the picture 
of one being suddenly removed with no resistance.  Philip was not hesitant to approach the 
eunuch, nor was he resistant when the Spirit needed him elsewhere.  Philip knew, because he 
was only a part, that God is the one who establishes the whole and he is the one who is 
ultimately in charge; and he alone is to receive the glory.   
 
We see that Philip understands this in the final part of the story.  The text says that Philip, after 
baptizing the eunuch, was snatched away and basically transported to the city of Azotus—
better than 20 miles from his current location.  The text goes on to say that Philip, once he was 
plopped down in Azotus, “kept preaching the gospel to all the cities until he came to Caesarea” 
(Acts 8.40).  It’s almost as though Philip says, “Okay; I guess I’m in a new place, which means 
new people who need to hear the gospel.”   
 

                                            
 1 See, Gaertner, Acts (1993), 151-52. 

 2 While verse 37 is not in the original text, it is very likely that within presenting the gospel message 
something along the lines of verse 37 was spoken.   
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Philip does not complain that he was removed without warning from his conversation with the 
eunuch.  He does not wish that he could have stayed longer with the eunuch to make sure all 
the bases were covered, or that his newfound friendship was going to last.  Philip knew that 
proclaiming the gospel was far more important than personal concerns.  And really, that sort of 
knowledge can only exist if Philip sees himself and his role as a part of the much bigger whole.   
 

How This Works For Us 
So how does this apply to us?  How can we learn from Philip and the way he conducted his 
ministry?  There are plenty of things we can draw from this story, but let me focus on a few of the 
major ones—all of which come right from our story.  Before that, let me give you two overarching 
ideas that will help us understand the points of application.   
 
First: as Christians, we are all ministers of God’s truth, and we are called by God to deliver that 
truth the rest of the world—to the best of our ability.  We need to be willing and ready to submit 
ourselves to God’s leading and his purpose.  It is not something that comes easily; but it is 
something that we are asked to pursue with our very lives.   
 
Second: ministry, at its core, is not something we do; it is something that we are.  The command 
of Christ applies equally to us as it did to his followers 2000 years ago.  The story of Philip is a prime 
example of one who submits to the definition and expectations of a ministry that is honorable to 
God.  These same principles equally apply to us as well.  So what are those principles?  Easy: 
 

1. We need to know the divine resources personally.  We need to be so in touch with God 
that we are able to hear his leading and receive his help in a difficult situation.  This might 
mean crossing over certain “boundaries” that we normally would not consider crossing—
i.e. racial, cultural, social, political, religious.  We cross these boundaries because we 
remember that Jesus also crossed boundaries.  In fact, he cross the biggest one of all: 
from the place of perfection to the place of corruption. 
 
Jesus crossed these boundaries because he wanted to be personally involved with us.  
Consider what he says in Revelation 3: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone 
hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he 
with me” (3.20).  The notion of dining or eating with someone in the ancient world 
represented a deep form of intimacy.  It was a way of saying: in this moment, we’re on 
equal ground.  By allowing Jesus to “dine with us”, in our hearts, we are welcoming him 
to be intimately involved with our very lives.  This also means that we want to do all that 
we can for him, and we can rest confident knowing that he has equipped us to serve. 
 

2. We need to see the human need compassionately.  We need to be willing and ready to 
reach out to the otherwise unreachable and shared the beauty and truth of God’s 
saving grace with them.  It does not do any good to merely recognize a need; we need 
to act on what we see.  Consider the words of James: “If a brother or sister is without 
clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be 
warmed and be filled,’ and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, 
what use is that?” (James 2.15-17). 
 
If we were to flip over two chapters, we are confronted with what looks to be the 
controlling idea behind this verse.  In James 4, it says this: “to one who knows the right 
thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin” (4.17).  Sometimes it just won’t do to wish 
that someone has what they need, and sometimes it won’t do simply to say that we will 
pray for someone.  Sometimes we need to be the answer to our own prayers.  
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3. We need to become channels of God’s mighty resources.   We need to become the 
means through which lost souls obtain understanding, and receive the gifts of God—the 
gifts of redemption, forgiveness, and salvation in Christ.  This commitment is simply being 
consistent with the role that was given to the first disciples.  They too were given the 
commission to go out into the world and proclaim the good news—the gospel.   
 
They proclaimed that “[Jesus] is the one whom God exalted to His right hand as a Prince 
of Peace and a Savior, to grant repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins.  And we are 
[the ones who testify concerning] these things” (Acts 5.31-32).1  The same is true for us. 
 

4. We need to make sure that God alone was glorified.  The message that we give, the 
truth that we proclaim, and the salvation we announce is not ours; all of these things 
belong to God and him alone.  We are only messengers, we are not the message; Christ 
is the message.   
 
This is partly why it is so important that we remain mindful of how we present ourselves to 
others.  Our words, actions, and our very lives are a testimony of what we claim about 
God.  This means that there needs to be consistency between how we live and what we 
proclaim.  This partly stands behind Jesus’ words when he says, “Let your light shine 
before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify you Father 
who is in heaven” (Matthew 5.16). 
 
Philip let his light shine in the midst of a dark world, and he did it in order to bring glory 
and honor to God—not himself.  Philip was a minister who lived for ministry, because he 
knew that living a life of ministry was honorable to God because it was a life given to 
God.  To say it differently for us: a life of ministry is a life given to God, and a life given to 
God can do powerful things because God works through that kind of life.   

                                            
 1 The Greek word used here for “witness” essentially means what is in the second set of brackets.   


