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TRUST & OBEY 
Acts 8:26-40 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

One night, late in the 19th century, a young man was attending evangelistic services that 
were being conducted by evangelist Dwight L. Moody in Brockton, Massachusetts. During 
the testimony portion of the meeting this young man stood and said, “I am not quite 
sure—but I am going to trust, and I am going to obey.” The man who was leading the 
music for Moody that night wrote down that sentence and sent it to a friend of his, who 
composed the hymn we know as either “When We Walk with the Lord” or “Trust and 
Obey.”  

 
Composer Daniel B. Towner tells us that the chorus was written before the hymn was 
completed: 

 
Trust and obey, 
For there’s no other way 
To be happy in Jesus 
But to trust and obey 

 
(Companion to Baptist Hymnal, William J. Reynolds, p 243) 

 
Such a simple phrase that some might look at as simplistic. It may be a simple thing to 
say, “Trust and obey,” but it’s never simplistic. But it’s exactly what we see happening in 
today’s passage as the Lord directs Philip to the desert for his life-changing encounter 
with the Ethiopian eunuch. 

 
As we come to this passage, we see the continued expansion of the church out of 
Jerusalem following the death of Stephen and the persecution of the church. The church 
is taking steps to fulfill Jesus’ command to take the gospel to the ends of the earth. But 
again, it is not the apostles who are leading the expansion of the church, but one of the 
faithful men who had been raised up to wait on tables. The church is in the process of 
being prepared for new leadership. 

 
In this story we see our first interaction with a Gentile seeker. This is not the full-blown 
outreach to the Gentiles, but the Ethiopian eunuch is most likely a Gentile. We see the 
Lord preparing the church, by small steps, to get ready for Paul’s outreach to the Gentiles. 
But Paul is not even Paul, he is Saul and he is not a Christian, much less ready to assume 
leadership.  

 
We need to be on the lookout for the same pattern in our walk with the Lord. We need to 
look for the evidence that God is allowing us to dip our toe into the waters of new ministry 
as part of his process for leading us to a future fuller immersion in that ministry. We 
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probably can’t see the whole picture as we go along because we don’t have his sovereign 
perspective. But he is willing to reveal more of it to us than we are typically willing to ask 
him to reveal. So we simply trust and obey, which is demonstrated by our instant 
and ongoing obedience of Jesus and trust in his word. 

 
1. INSTANT OBEDIENCE: GOD’S DIRECTIONS DO NOT ALWAYS COME WITH A FULL 

EXPLANATION – 8:26-31 
 

GOD DIRECTED PHILIP TO GO INTO THE DESERT – 8:26 
 

Everything in this passage happens because of God’s directing activity and Philip’s 
obedience. In 8:26 we are told that it was the “angel” of the Lord who instructed Philip to 
go into the desert. But we will soon see the “Spirit” of the Lord directing his steps. Both 
expressions indicate that it is God who is directing Philip’s steps.  

 
Philip is not one of the apostles but he is the one God sends into the desert. Peter and 
John have been in Samaria but they are now on their return trip to Jerusalem. To their 
credit they are preaching in all of the Samaritan villages as they return to Jerusalem. But 
it is Philip, one of the seven men chosen to wait tables, whom God instructs to go into the 
desert. 

 
The angel gives Philip non-specific instructions: 

 
1.  He did not tell him “why” he was supposed to go.  
 
2.  He did not tell him exactly “where” to go on that road.  
 
3.  He did not tell him “what” would happen once he got there. He just told him to go.  
 

God’s direction to Philip did not make sense from a human perspective. He directed Philip 
away from a place of successful ministry and pointed him in an uncertain direction. He 
directed Philip to a place and at a time where there did not seem to be much possibility 
for ministry success. 

 
The absurdness of this instruction, at least from a human perspective, is found in the 
directive to go “south.” The word for “south” can also be interpreted as “noon day.” So 
Philip is instructed to go into a barren desert at the hottest time of the day when no 
traveler would likely be out and about. But that’s what God commanded and so Philip 
obeyed. (Peterson) 

 
Philip responded to God’s direction with instant obedience. He acted on what he had been 
given rather than demanding that he be given everything he might have wanted. This 
echoes the call of God to Abram – Genesis 12:1-3 

 
1.  Leave (everything that you know) 
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2.  Go (to a land that I will show you) 
 

PHILIP OBEYED AND ENCOUNTERED THE ETHIOPIAN EUNUCH – 8:27-28 
 

Who was this man in the chariot? He was a high-ranking official in the kingdom of 
Candace. 

 
He was an Ethiopian, thus he was probably a Gentile. An Ethiopian – not of modern day 
Ethiopia but of modern day Sudan. The Ethiopia of the Bible was the area known as Nubia, 
south of Egypt. But we ae probably correct in assuming he was a black man who was most 
likely a Gentile.  

 
He was a eunuch. A quick word search shows us that most mention of eunuchs in the OT 
is found in Esther, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel.  

 
a.  In Esther the eunuchs are in charge of the king’s harem – Esther 1:12, 15; 2:21, 

etc. 
 
b.  In Jeremiah we see that it was a eunuch who preserved the life of Jeremiah when 

he had been put into the cistern – Jeremiah 38:7-10 
 
c.  In Daniel it was the eunuchs who were put in charge of the captured youth who 

were being groomed to serve in the Chaldean government – Daniel 1:3-4. The 
following excerpt from Larry Osborne, talking about Daniel and his three friends 
in Babylon, gives us some added perspective as to the leadership responsibilities 
of this man that Philip is encountering. 

 
Add to that the fact that powerful kings of antiquity routinely took the best and the 
brightest from conquered lands and brought them home. The best women were 
enrolled into the king’s harem. The best men were placed into his service as high-
level stewards and slaves. Daniel describes the kind of young men who were 
imported from Jerusalem to serve in Nebuchadnezzar’s court: “young men without 
any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well 
informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king’s palace.” 7 Now 
obviously these are not the kind of men a king would want hanging around his 
harem. So to eliminate any problems (and to remove any chance of a testosterone-
driven rebellion), kings routinely had such men emasculated and turned into 
eunuchs. In fact, the man in charge of Daniel’s training was himself a eunuch, the 
“chief of the eunuchs.” 8 

 
Osborne, Larry. Thriving in Babylon: Why Hope, Humility, and Wisdom 
Matter in a Godless Culture (Kindle Locations 313-332). David C. Cook. 
Kindle Edition. 
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The eunuch was cut off from full participation in temple worship because of his physical 
limitation. But God held out future hope for the eunuch through his declaration through 
Isaiah – Isaiah 56:3-5 

 
He was a seeker after God. He had visited Jerusalem as a worshiper of God at one of the 
great festivals, even though he would have been restricted to worship in the Court of the 
Gentiles. (Peterson) He was wealthy enough to be able to own his own Greek copy of the 
Book of Isaiah. (Bruce) 

 
PHILIP OFFERED TO HELP THE EUNUCH UNDERSTAND THE SCRIPTURE HE WAS READING – 8:29-31 

 
Philip continued to respond to God’s directions. He ran up to the chariot and heard the 
man reading out loud. He then took it upon himself to ask the man if he understood what 
it was he was reading.  

 
We probably picture the chariot as being like something in “The Ten Commandments” or 
“Ben Hur”, a war chariot being pulled by multiple war horses, rearing on their hind legs, 
ready to go to battle, or straining against their harness, flat out flying. But in reality, it 
was probably more like something from “The Outlaw Josey Wales,” an ox-drawn wagon 
that moved about as fast as a man could walk. 

 
Philip asked the eunuch questions to determine where he was spiritually. There is much 
value in knowing how to ask a good question. He wanted to engage him in spiritual 
conversation. He wanted to find out where he was; to gauge his receptivity 

 
One of the things that we need to become very good at is being able to ask “diagnostic” 
questions that will let us gauge someone’s interest in spiritual conversation. The Three 
Circles presentation typically begins with an opening statement like this, “tell me your 
life story.” We ask to hear their story and then we shut up and listen.  

 
Evangelism Explosion is famous for beginning with its diagnostic questions: 

 
 If you were to die tonight, do you know for sure that you would go to heaven? 
 If you were to die tonight, and God were to ask you, “Why should I let you into my 

heaven?” how would you reply? 
 

An acronym that many have found helpful is FIRE, which helps you gauge a person’s 
spiritual condition: 

 F – Family (Tell me about your family) 
 I – Interests (What kind of hobbies do you enjoy pursuing?) 
 R – Religion (What is your religious background? When you go to church, where 

do you go?) 
 E – Exploratory questions (such as the Evangelism Explosion questions) 
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The key is having a genuine interest in the person you’re talking to and taking the time 
and making the effort to listen to what they have to say. We need to approach these 
situations with a sense of looking to see how God is already at work in the life of the one 
we are talking with. 

 
It may be that he has already been at work in their life and we are invited to participate 
in a conversation that started before we arrived. If so, then we might have a situation like 
Philip with the eunuch, we will be used by God to help usher them into his kingdom.  

 
Or it may be that he is going to use us as the icebreaker for the conversation he wants to 
have with that person. Someone else may be coming along behind us who will have the 
privilege of entering into a conversation that God started through our obedience.  

 
Either way, let’s not be guilty of putting too much pressure on ourselves if we think that 
all the responsibility for the success of the conversation depends upon us. 

 
The eunuch’s response confirmed his status as a seeker after God. He admitted that he 
needed help interpreting the Scripture. The eunuch demonstrated a teachable spirit. This 
is one of the signs of a true seeker – they are willing to ask for, or receive, help. He asked 
Philip to join him in the chariot and sit with him. 

 
OBEDIENCE IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN SUCCESS 

 
We prioritize obedience over success. Jesus modeled this for us early in Mark 1:35-38. 
Rather than continuing his successful ministry in Capernaum, where there were many 
obvious needs, he told the disciples that he had come to preach in many places, not just 
in one. 

 
Our obedience is directly tied to our relationship with Jesus. God has created us with a 
need for affirmation. And he wants to affirm our need to belong and to be validated 
through our relationship with his son. External affirmations, such as the evidence of 
success in ministry, are nice but can be deceiving.  

 
We are freed up to be obedient because we have already been approved by God through 
Jesus. There is no need for us to prove ourselves worthy of his approval. Apart from him, 
there is nothing about us that would commend us to God. So we have to devote ourselves 
to our primary relationship with him and be willing to step away from activities that look 
successful if that is what is needed for us to obey. 

 
This is the way God works – Genesis 12:1-3.  He may not do it this way every time, but we 
should not be surprised when he does. We want to hear the voice of God so clearly that 
we know it is he who is directing us in such a way and we need to respond immediately. 
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2.  TRUSTING IN THE WORD: THE WORD OF GOD IS SUFFICIENT FOR OUR GOSPEL 

WITNESS - 8:32-38 
 

THE EUNUCH WAS READING FROM ISAIAH 52:13-53:12 – 8:32-34 
 

Philip was probably encouraged to ask the eunuch about what his reading selection when 
he heard what it was he was reading. Of all the Scriptures that he could have been reading, 
none would have lent themselves so readily as the Isaiah passage.  

 
I want to point out one thing about Luke’s account that is recorded for us here. If we look 
into Isaiah for a direct quote, we will see that Luke has recorded Isaiah 53:7-8 for us. But 
more than likely, Luke is only using that passage to stand in for the full passage that Philip 
probably proclaimed to the eunuch. More than likely, the eunuch was reading from 
52:13-53:12 and this gave Philip an amazing amount of material to work with.  

 
Why would Philip have been so excited to hear that this was the passage the eunuch was 
seeking guidance on?  Because it appears that Jesus had specifically interpreted this 
passage as applying to him and his ministry. (Marshall – Mk 10:45).  And he had taught 
this to his earliest followers. And after the cross and the resurrection and the ascension, 
this is imprinted upon the souls of the disciples. (Peterson) 

 
PHILIP INTERPRETED THE SCRIPTURE AS HAVING BEEN FULFILLED BY JESUS – 8:35 

 
Philip waited to hear what the eunuch had to say before he began to speak. So much of 
evangelism is listening to the other person’s story. It shows respect for them as persons 
created in the image of God. And it also gives you clues about where their need for the 
gospel is. 

 
Philip made a case for Christ that was based on the written Scriptures, which the eunuch 
obviously had access to. Look at David Peterson’s summary outline of the Isaiah passage 
that was being discussed: 

 
1) It begins with the claim that Servant’s suffering and exaltation will benefit many 

nations – 52:13-15 
2)  It continues with the amazing story of his rejection and suffering, claiming that this 

punishment by God was for our transgressions – 53:1-6 
3)  Then comes the portion that the Ethiopian was reading, with its focus on the 

Servant’s willingness to suffer and experience injustice – 53:7-9 
4)  The passage concludes with a further statement of God’s intention to make his life 

an offering for sin, to justify many, and to bear their iniquities – 53:10-12 
5)  Jesus is the only one in history to whom this can truly be applied (Peterson) 
 

But he went beyond the Scripture to talk about how Jesus had fulfilled the Scripture and 
the events that had happened in Jerusalem. 
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The prophet who wrote this passage may not have known but Philip knew, since it had 
come true in his own day. At a time when not one line of any New Testament document  
had been written, what scripture could any evangelist have used more fittingly as a 
starting point for presenting the story of Jesus to one who did not know him? It was Jesus, 
and no other, who offered up his life as a sacrifice for sin, and justified many by bearing 
their iniquities, exactly as had been written of the obedient Servant. As the historic fact 
of Jesus’ undeserved suffering and death is certain, equally certain is it that through his 
suffering and death men and women of all nations have experienced forgiveness and 
redemption, just as the prophet foretold. (Peterson) 
 

PHILIP BAPTIZED THE EUNUCH – 8:36-38 
 

How did the subject of baptism come up? There is no mention of it in this text. There are 
two possibilities for it:  

 
1.  It was part of the “known” culture of the day, as evidenced by the Jews who sought 

out John the Baptist for baptism as the beginning of the Gospels.  
 

2.  Or else their trip together was long enough and slow enough for Philip to instruct 
the eunuch about the need to identify with Christ in baptism as soon as possible 
after placing trust in him as Lord and Savior.  

 
The water “just happened” to be there, in the desert place, at the exact place and time it 
needed to be when everything from Isaiah made sense to the eunuch. No, it didn’t “just 
happen,” but God worked everything out even before he sent Philip into the desert at 
noon. That’s who God is and that’s how God works. The details come into place at the end 
of the story, not at the beginning. 

 
TRUST IN HIS WORD  

 
We have the same advantage that Philip had. The end of the story has been revealed to 
us. We see how all of Scripture points to Jesus. We could take a passage like the Isaiah 
passage and make the case for Jesus, just like Philip did. 

 
Philip had an amazing opportunity to explain to the eunuch how Jesus had fulfilled the 
very Scripture he was reading. You and I have that same opportunity. All of Scripture 
points to Jesus. He is the fulfillment that the OT is pointing toward. He is the earthly, body 
representative of the Father to us in the Gospels. And he is the message that is proclaimed 
by the church going forth in Acts and the Epistles. All of Scripture revolves around Jesus.   

 
We need to be familiar with the Word so that as we read and study it we can see how it 
all fits together – 1 Peter 1:10-12 

 
Wayne Grudem says that since we now know the answers to “who” and “what time?” we 
should read the OT prophets eagerly. We will be better able to see the role that Christ’s 
suffering played in our inclusion of God’s elect. 
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Doing this would be like re-watching a movie which had a particularly pleasant surprise 
ending. Once we were delighted by the ending, we could then watch it a 2nd, 3rd or 4th 
time to identify the clues in the movie that gave away the ending. Watching it again 
would give us a sense of satisfaction and help us more fully appreciate the way in which 
the story was put together. (Alan Barbee, 4.14.13 

 
3.  ONGOING OBEDIENCE: GOD DIRECTS OUR STEPS - 8:39-40 

 
THE SPIRIT IMMEDIATELY DIRECTED PHILIP ELSEWHERE TO CONTINUE PREACHING THE GOSPEL – 8:39 

 
Philip was not “translated” away. Rather, as soon as his encounter with the eunuch came 
to an end, the Spirit immediately directed him to another part of the land. Much like with 
Jesus and his ministry of deliverance and healing, there were other people that God 
intended for Philip to preach the gospel to, not just the eunuch. Just as the angel had been 
responsible for giving Philip direction at the beginning of this story, so the Spirit was 
doing the same at the end of the story. 

 
The end result for the eunuch was that he went away rejoicing. Even though there is no 
hard factual evidence, history and tradition strongly suggests that he returned home as a 
missionary to his people. He began to share with them what he had just encountered on 
this hot desert road.  

 
Whether the apostles and church in Jerusalem were aware of it or not, they had finally 
begun to work toward the ends that Jesus had given them to do. They were now taking 
the gospel to the ends of the earth.  

 
With the record of his conversion Luke has begun to touch on the evangelization of 
Gentiles—a subject especially clear to his heart. The Ethiopians were regarded by the 
Greeks and their neighbors, from Homer’s time onward, as living on the edge of the 
world. In Luke’s day interest in them had been quickened by a Roman expedition of AD 
61-63 which explored the Nile as far up as Meroe and beyond. So soon after the risen 
Lord’s commission to his disciples had their witness reached “the end of the earth.” (1:8) 
(Bruce) 

 
PHILIP PREACHED THE GOSPEL EVERYWHERE HE TRAVELED UNTIL HE REACHED CAESAREA – 8:40 

 
Philip now headed in the opposite direction of where he had gone to meet the eunuch. He 
was traveling along the west coast of Israel, along the Mediterranean. Eventually he 
reached Caesarea. It might have been his original home but we know from Acts 21 that if 
it wasn’t already, it became his home.  

 
The next time we will see him is when Paul is headed for his rendezvous with the Jews in 
Jerusalem, and he will be ministered by Philip and his four unmarried prophetess 
daughters as they plead with him to avoid Jerusalem – Acts 21:8-10 
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But first, Paul must be converted. And that’s the story that Ben will take up beginning 
next week.  

 
WE ARE BUILDING A LIFESTYLE OF OBEDIENCE 

 
Like Philip, we will likely not know the end of the story of our obedience. So we must 
continue to pay attention to our relationship with Jesus. For that is the center of our 
obedience. If Philip had not obeyed God and left the success in Samaria and gone into the 
unlikely setting of the desert, this story would not have happened. And then the gospel 
would not have arrived in Ethiopia as it did. Philip did not know that would be the end 
result of his obedience, but he knew he needed to be obedient.   

 
Both kinds of obedience are called for: instant and ongoing. We make it our aim to walk 
in constant and daily obedience, so that we are in tune and able to respond instantly when 
directed to by God. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

In some ways this is a friendly text, since the Ethiopian eunuch was a seeker. He was 
already seeking God when Philip encountered him. He didn’t have to convince him to 
believe, he just had to be a competent guide. 

 
That is a good picture for us to have as we obey Jesus and trust in the sufficiency of his 
word to be able to give gospel witness. In our obedience we are guides who come 
alongside of those who are finding their way to him. Our willingness to trust and obey is 
necessary for putting us in the right place at the right time so we can meet the right 
people whom God is drawing to himself through Jesus, even if it doesn’t make sense on 
the front end. 

 
Where is the new leadership that is going to take the church forward? We know from our 
familiarity with the Book of Acts that it is in the person of Saul of Tarsus, who will become 
Paul. But he is not a believer at this time. He is an enemy of Christ and a persecutor of the 
church. And that is a reminder for all of us. The new leaders that God is leading us to 
prepare for ministry may not be numbered among us yet, but they are in the harvest. God 
is not limited to what, or who, we can presently see. The resources are in the harvest. Let 
us trust and obey so that we are in the right place at the right time so we can have the 
right conversations with the right people, just as Philp did with the eunuch. 
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When we walk with the Lord, In the light of his Word 
What a glory he sheds on our way! 

Let us do his good will; He abides with us still, 
And with all who will trust and obey. 

 
Not a burden we bear, Not a sorrow we share, 

But our toil he doth richly repay. 
Not a grief or a loss, Not a frown or a cross, 

But is blest if we trust and obey. 
 

But we never can prove The delights of his love 
Until all on the altar we lay; 

For the favor he shows And the joy he bestows 
Are for them who will trust and obey 

 
Then in fellowship sweet We will sit at his feet 

Or we’ll walk by his side in the way 
What he says we will do, Where he sends we will go; 

Never fear, only trust and obey. 
 

Trust and obey, for there’s no other way 
To be happy in Jesus, 
But to trust and obey. 

 
(Baptist Hymnal, 1975, Sammis & Towner, p 409) 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
OBEDIENCE IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN SUCCESS 

 What are you tempted to look to for external validation of your worth as opposed to 
your relationship with Jesus?  

 How has your relationship with Jesus enabled you to be obedient when you didn’t 
understand the bigger picture of God’s leading in your life? 

 
TRUST IN HIS WORD  

 We never get tired of asking this question, “Where are you reading in the Word and 
what is God showing you?” 

 Share a recent insight of how you have been able to see more of the big picture of the 
Bible and how the different parts of the story fit together. 

 
WE ARE BUILDING A LIFESTYLE OF OBEDIENCE 

 The encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch would not have happened if Philip had 
stayed in Samaria. Have you had a similar experience in your life that you can share 
with your Life Group? 

 Has God ever directed you away from a successful time of ministry to immediately 
begin something new? What happened? How did you respond? 


