
All For One One for All

Acts 8:26-40; Psalm 22:25-31; 1 John 4:7-21; John 15:1-8

Is there any more wonderful word than included? Is there any more painful word than excluded.

Jesus told a number of parables about festive banquets and parties in which some are included and

some are excluded. Sometimes, in these parables of embrace and exclusion, the people who presume

themselves to be of the “in crowd” end up excluded. And those whom we tend to think of as “outsiders”

or the excluded end up included.

“Can I come, too?” asks the little child when the parents gather their things to go out for the

evening. 

“What about me? Am I included in the plans?” we anxiously ask.

“Just got an invitation to the party. Did you?”

“No, not yet. But surely I’ll be included,” we respond.

“Sorry, sir. You are not on the list. I can’t let you in unless your name is on the list. This is the

official list. Sorry.”

In the first days of the church, the first Christians had to learn that a primary implication of the

gospel is: you are included. Philip is directed by an angel to get up (same basic word that is used for

“resurrection”). Get up and go out in the middle of the desert.

That’s a strange command from the angel. Implication: though the church might like to rest,

consolidate its gains, stay comfortably ensconced in Jerusalem, God intends for the church to get up

and be on the move, moving even into the wilderness.

Philip obeys and goes into the desert to encounter a strange man in a chariot. He is presumably

a rich, powerful man, since he is in a chariot and since he is a high official in the court of the Ethiopian

queen. He has been, of all places, to the temple in Jerusalem. I say “of all places” because, being a

eunuch, people in his position are specifically prohibited (by the book of Deuteronomy, no less) from
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entering the temple. He has a scroll of the prophet Isaiah, but he can’t make any sense of it because,

not being able to enter into the temple for instruction, he doesn’t understand the words he reads, words

about a “sheep” who is “led to the slaughter.” Philip teaches the Ethiopian that the words speak of

Jesus, the Lamb of God who was crucified. Implication: though the Holy Spirit reaches out and draws

people toward God, somebody has got to interpret, someone must name the name and tell the story of

Jesus. 

And then the Ethiopian asks a surprising question: What would keep me from being baptized?

What would keep me from being part of God’s good news? 

You expect Philip to respond, “What would keep you from being part of the body of Christ? Well,

one, you are an Ethiopian; two, you are a eunuch; three, you are not Jewish; four, to be a Christian you

must be baptized, and we’re out here in the middle of the desert. . . .”

“Look, here’s water even in the desert!” exclaims the Ethiopian.

And Philip, even though he may have grave reservations about the propriety of baptizing a

non-Jewish Ethiopian eunuch, baptizes the Ethiopian. Watch carefully: the gospel has just leapt over

another human boundary. Implication: the Holy Spirit loves to leap over any barrier or boundary we put

up in order that the good news of Jesus Christ (“you are included”) may come to everybody in every

corner of the earth. 

Oh yes, one more implication: if we are to keep up with the Holy Spirit—if we are to worship

Jesus as Lamb of God—then we’ve got to go, get out of our comfort zones, and follow the Holy Spirit in

God’s boundary--breaking mission into the world.

I doubt that many of us here put restrictions on the love of God in Christ Jesus. I doubt that

anybody here thinks that Jesus’s love is limited to people who look like and talk like us. 

And yet, sad to say (here’s my final implication), the way we live, the way we act out our

discipleship, is as if we think that Jesus died and rose just for us and nobody else. 
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I had a visitor in my office this past week. Strangely enough I had been thinking about him

earlier in the week, thinking, “Man I haven’t seen him for a while. I sure hope he doesn’t come to see

me. If he shows up maybe I’ll have time to hide.” (I’m just being honest here. That wasn’t what I do but

what I think.) In my better moments I stop and think, “What is God trying to say to me through this

person? What does God want me to say to him?” But when I see his inebriated state and see that he

has difficulty even following the train of thought communicated by my voice someone else’s voice

creeps in to my thoughts: Why waste your time? He won’t even remember being here. But then he says

through tears: “I love you pastor!” “I will miss you when you are gone” and I think again, Jesus loves

him just as much as me. No matter what I might feel Jesus says he’s included. — This living in Jesus’

way is hard stuff!”

As followers of the Lamb, we’re lucky enough to do our part in God’s mission, but God keeps the

reins of mission in God’s hands, and mission is never instituted or instigated by us. Whenever the

gospel goes head-to-head with some culture, or learns a new language, or makes its way in some new

desert, or is unpacked and explained, this is God’s idea before it was ours.

Philip is our model in this. We just have to go where we are sent, work with those who are sent

to us like my visitor last week. The Christian church, including you and I, is sent on a mission (the word

mission means “sent”) because it’s the nature of the Trinity to be loquacious, invasive, and persistently

gregarious, ubiquitous. If you don’t believe me, then dive in almost anywhere in the Acts of the

Apostles, and you will see the Holy Spirit moving into the world by enlisting people like Philip, people

like us, to interpret, to talk, and to give the good news, not just to the select few but everyone: you are

Included.

We are here this morning because the Trinity—God the Creator, Redeemer, and Holy

Spirit—refused to reign in heaven without us. In some way or another the Holy Spirit got the message

to us: you are included. Evangelism and mission, the church’s reaching out in word and deed, begins in
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the heart of God, in God’s relentless determination to have a people, a new family drawn from the end

of the earth, exploding all the way to the end of the earth with the joyful good news, “Hey! You’re

included.”

“This man parties with sinners,” they said against Jesus in Luke 15. “He can’t be the Messiah.”

And Jesus replied to his critics, “I’m going to clean up these sinners and make them fly right, be

righteous and middle-class so they will look like you.” No. Jesus replied, “Which one of you shepherds

has a lost sheep? Will you not go, leave the ninety-nine safe in the pasture, and beat the bushes? And

when at last you find that lost sheep, will you not say to your friends, ‘Let’s party! I found my lost

sheep’?”

Of course, the answer to Jesus’s, “Which one of you?” may be, “None of us. No reasonable

person would do business like that. If you abandon your sheep to go looking for just one sheep who

wanders, you’ll come home to fewer sheep!” 

Jesus’s stories of the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost boy in Luke 15 (Luke’s first volume before

writing the Acts of the Apostles) are stories about God. God is the searching shepherd, the seeking

woman, the waiting father. God, the great includer. I remind you that Jesus never got into trouble for

excluding people. No, Jesus got into all sorts of hot water because it was said of him, “This man

receives sinners.” This one includes those who we think are excluded.

Surely the Acts of the Apostles means for us to know that’s our job—to deliver the good news,

“you are included.” We are to live as the church in such a way that shows the world the truth of that

which we speak: “You are included.” Every baptized Christian must find a way to offer a witness, a

testimony to the hope that is within you and me. Some of us are terrified by the idea of having to

describe openly the work of God in our lives or the lives of others. As Canadian mission leader Ross

Lockhart puts it, “We are tongue-tied Christians.”
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And yet, by the work of the Holy Spirit, somebody has to say something, somebody preaches,

somebody explains to those who have not yet understood the good news. 

“For two thousand years Christians have been doing the talking. Now they need to listen,”

asserted a young woman recently at a church event. 

She could not have been describing our church, which, though it is not perfect, as I said a

couple of week ago, it does not have the problem of being too pushy and assertive when it comes to

evangelism and mission—to speaking the good news of Jesus Christ. 

Of course Christians must listen to the world in order to speak to the world. Yet how will the

world know this good news (“you are included”) without someone who loves Jesus enough and the

world enough to speak up and speak out? We’ve got to speak the name of Jesus. We’ve got to

interpret the world’s yearnings and longings as the work of the Holy Spirit intruding into the world,

reaching out and embracing those who have not yet heard the truth of who God is and what God is up

to. 

Tradition says that after the Ethiopian left Philip and went back home, he founded the church of

Ethiopia, a church that has endured through centuries of persecution, that is spreading into all the

world through the migration of Christians from Ethiopia. What if Philip had stayed home in Jerusalem 

when the Spirit called and refused to go to the desert? What if he had responded to the Ethiopian’s

questions with, “Sorry, I just can’t explain what those words mean. They are meant for Jews like me,

not for outsiders like you”? What if Philip had responded to the Ethiopian’s request for baptism by

saying, “I’m sorry. I’ll have to check with the bigwigs up at the head office and see if you are a worthy

recipient of our rite of Christian initiation”?

Let us go forth to wherever God calls us to give the world the good news, “Hey, you are

included.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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