“Understand?”
Acts 8:26-40
1 John 4:1-11
John 15:1-8






Easter 5
“An Ethiopian, of the court of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, had come to Jerusalem to worship and was returning, seated in his chariot, and he was reading the prophet Isaiah. And the Spirit said to Philip” (after having sent him to this road for this purpose) “‘Go over and join this chariot.’ So Philip ran to him and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet and asked, ‘Do you understand what you are reading?’ And he said, ‘How can I, unless someone guides me?’ And he invited Philip to come up and sit with him.”  
Grace to you and peace from God, our Father, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
Bridge
Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia!

Where we left off last weekend was with John’s writing that Jesus said that “I have other sheep that are not of this fold. And I must bring them also, and they will listen to My voice. So there will be one flock, one Shepherd” …
… and who Jesus was speaking of there was Gentiles … you and me … us. We’re Gentiles, of the rest / the “others” non-Hebrews “others” … everybody else beyond that nation of people through whom the Seed of the Deliverer came. For instance, Europeans had been and were almost all Gentiles (and Europe is where most of us are originally from). The people of the Far Eastern nations, they are Gentiles. Russians are … and Arabs are Gentiles. Ethiopians, which at the time of our text constituted everybody not only of the current country of Ethiopia (from where all of our fellow members of Faith immigrated from) but everybody of the African continent beyond Eqypt. All non-Egyptians, then (that direction), were called Ethiopian.

One such Ethiopian Gentile was in the process of being bridged into the Lord’s grafting into a people His. His conversion (and he’s the one recorded as the first Gentile of the so many of us converted after him) is written in Acts chapter 8 concluding with this written account of it.
Text
He was well-traveled to Jerusalem. Jerusalem was the center of the world at the time. Commerce and most everything else was done in Jerusalem, and information as well as goods flowed through or from that city so much in the very center of the inhabited world.
He was a dignitary, the “right hand man” for the Queen of Ethiopia, handling her affairs financial but probably counseling her in many matters. It says that he’d come to worship in Jerusalem. The Temple had been a immense deal / well known … the place of saving anticipation through a sacrificial order preparing for a Messiah, which the world had come to know. Materials to build Jerusalem’s first then second Temple had been gathered from most every land, and pilgrimage was made by people from everywhere. Festivals / the Passover pulled to the city and its Temple the world’s farthest seekers of hope. See, death and misfortune were the world’s problems ever since Adam and Eve’s fall. The Gospel not well understood … the Law everyone knew. Death would come … and it would come for some reason. Somebody (and, no doubt, everybody) had messed perfection up offending Someone Important (Who’s God) so we humans come down with sickness and get injured and die or kill each other. Death and despair about that plagues, and has plagued this world’s existence for nearly all the 6,000 years that people have walked the earth. And HOPE has always been the most desired of commodities. This Ethiopian handled his queen’s “treasury”, and I’d have to say that of all her “treasure”, the possibility of HOPE from the problem he had been sent to look into and, maybe, bring back (something more worth “treasuring” than the finest of all other things). “He, who was in charge of all her treasure, had come to Jerusalem to worship, and was returning, seated in his chariot, and he was reading the prophet Isaiah.”
This is where I’m going to add a short and current advertisement. What the Ethiopian was reading was what’s called “The 5th Gospel” (the Gospel according to Isaiah) which is what we’re reading to discuss every week in Franklin (Thursday mornings at the moment). Isaiah (specifically chapters 40-66 / the second half of the book) pre-dates (by a bunch) but joins Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in speaking of Jesus, the Christ … the Promised Deliverer of Hope. During Holy Week, we (up there) read and discussed 53 like Philip did with this Ethiopian. The Ethiopian was reading the climax of that which I know all of you could interpret for him.

“Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked. “How can I”, that man answered, “unless someone guides me?” And here’s the wonderful thing that I pray to have happen every morning … and I pray that for your days as well. “He” (the man) “invited Philip to come up and sit with him”.

I love that Monica Hupp got me (and us all) permission to “come up” to Franklin’s Brookdale living facilities on 96, gaining us a “chariot” seat in the Activity Room there in that place with a bigger room available as the group of “seekers of understanding” gets larger (and we’re close). This is the same opportunity, like the “roadway from Jerusalem through Gaza” which provided for the Holy Spirit and Philip an opportunity for God’s “guiding” chance to help and grow ourselves a fuller “understanding” of HOPE for our daily conversion and the same for others who’d come to the the building and room and read along in their Bible’s, listening and digesting what (more WHO) it means.

But (you might say) the Ethiopian had Philip, except that Philip wasn’t one the apostles. He was a lay person / a Deacon chosen two chapters before this chapter 8 to “serve tables” and help in the church. Philip (the “regular guy”) was sent to listen for the opportunity that he’d notice on a sidewalk beside a road. The “guidance” he’d, then, provide would be an attentive ear, but then the chance to move from where a man passing by was to a “HOPE in him he could share in the Christ slaughtered for the very problem of sin and death”, changing with that the end-result to eternal life instead of death. Ethiopians and residents of Brookdale and their family members and people living in Franklin and Williamson County and the greater Nashville area and Tennessee’s entire state and America as a  country and this whole world so fraught with destruction but also even minor ailments with Ethiopian African people two thousand years ago know the problems they really would like to “understand” better … and, much more importantly, the Solution For It not necessarily temporal but, most certainly, eternal in HOPE in Christ Jesus given and able to be “understandable” and explainable / receivable, so “guidable” by us who “understand” it at least in ways that we have as we’re “guided”.
Here's a quiz (for the Gentiles and Christians in this room). “The passage of the Scripture the Ethiopian was reading on his chariot ride home was this: “Like a sheep He was led to the slaughter and like a lamb before its shearer is silent, so He opens not His mouth. In His humiliation justice was denied Him. Who can describe His generation? For His life is taken away from the earth.”

Here’s, again, the Ethiopian’s question: “About whom, I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” In one sense, we might not be as prepped as Philip, yet even we can answer the Gentile’s question. So, the Ethiopian’s going to ask the question again about Who the Actual Writer of the text from Isaiah 53 is (God through the typing of Isaiah) about whom (loaded question: “Himself or Someone Else”). The Sunday School answer here is called for (and I know you know it and could, yourself, answer this Gentile). I’ll ask his question again, then we’ll all together answer him): “Like a sheep HE was led to slaughter and like a lamb before its shearer is silent, so HE opens not HIS mouth. In HIS humiliation justice was denied HIM. Who can describe HIS generation? For HIS life is taken away from the earth.” Who’s the HE of this Gospel account in Isaiah 53 (all together now, with confidence … Who’s the HE)? … JESUS. 
Application
The rest you can also handle. “Philip opened his mouth (answered this man), and beginning with this Scripture, he told him the Good News about Jesus.”
Now, I pray for opportunities as OBVIOUS as this. I’d love my kids to give me INS like this. I’d love for my grandkids to give me this IN. I’d love for anyone I’m in the same room with asking such an OBVIOUS question that I’d not miss taking the time to answer. I don’t doubt that you’d welcome that question, then answer accurately. I think everyone in this room would answer with the name of Jesus, and then what’s called for in fully answering the question posed if someone was that directly wondering and you were there to either say “You don’t know” (which you, of course, do know) or start with Jesus’ name then move quickly onto the rest of the saving stuff.
And that’s tougher but equally doable and still the MISSION. Philip didn’t stop with saying the name “Jesus” then ending the discussion. He went from there to give a deliberate “UNDERSTANDING” of the “WHY” of the text (the “WHY” of this man’s question and desire for HOPE that the Gospel can give out of an eternal love for the man). “Bearing fruit” for the Vinedresser of the Father by caring about people toward and to an eternal care takes a deliberate “FROM THERE” approach (or, even, concern) that Philip examples.
I don’t wish to leave this on a lawish note, but we do have eternal “fruit” to bear … and that’s the Gospel’s instruction and warning against not bearing fruit for eternity in this world. The Gospel is HOPE … and that in a real and genuine hopeless eternal situation without its grafting of Gentiles into a Vine that’s Jesus. We must know what we need to BE in “branches” of Christ, but we must know what we need to DO in order to BE “fruit-bearing”, not being “taken away”, but useful in a way that’s not just of this world and existence … because that’s our calling.

So may the Lord God Himself “guide” us toward that usefulness … and it’s into that that we pray, in +Jesus’ name. Amen.
