
COME ON DOWN

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

Perhaps like me you were a fan of the “Price is Right.” I haven’t watched it for years but I think

that Drew Carey is now the host, replacing Bob Barker who hosted it for many, many years. A couple

of my nieces made it into the audience a few years ago but did not hear their names called after the

now famous words of  “Come on down.” Just the chance to move into that select group created

excitement in the contestants as they were invited to step forward, and to be included in the inner

circle of contestants, not just a member of the audience.”

I thinking of this because I am wondering: How did you get to be here this May morning, in this

church gathering,  affirming this faith? In some way or another, you must have got evangelized. That

is, in some way or another someone said to you, as Christ said to them, “Come on down, come on in

to the circle of Jesus!” 

All of us are born outsiders, so far as our relationship to God’s realm is concerned. We’re all

naturalized citizens. Somehow someway somebody said, “Come on in!” 

A bishop once asked a pastor who had labored thirty years in an out-of-the-way rural

crossroads community how on earth he was able to do it. He replied, “God loves these sorts of

places. Read the Acts of the Apostles. We may be off the beaten path, so far as the world is

concerned, but at least, by God’s standards, we are not as remote as Bethlehem or Antioch! I've

found that, if you are going to be close to God, you need to get yourself to those sorts of places where

God hangs out.” 

This sort of incarnating, invasive God is relentlessly extraverted, constantly reaching out to us

saying, “Come on in!” It doesn’t matter where you are, how you got to the doorstep (or to the web

page) come on in. You are welcome here.
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In this morning’s reading from the Acts of the Apostles, Philip is told to go to the desert at noon

(what a place to be at mid-day). There he meets an Ethiopian, a high official in the court of the Queen

of the Ethiopians. Somehow, the Ethiopian has an Isaiah scroll. He’s reading it, but he can’t

understand. 

“Who’s the writer talking about?” asks the Ethiopian. 

“He’s talking about Jesus,” says Philip. Philip only tells him a little bit about Jesus, but it’s

enough for the Ethiopian to get the idea that God is saying to him, “Come on in!” 

And even though it’s the desert in the middle of the day, and even though this Ethiopian is from

the ends of the earth, so far as Philip was concerned, and even though Philip did not have a theology

that explained what he was doing bringing this foreigner into the household of God, Philip baptized the

Ethiopian. 

Baptism: that’s when the church makes the evangelical statement, “Come on in!” 

This story of Philip and the Ethiopian reveals that it is the nature of this God to reach out. In the

Trinity, God the Creator sends the Redeemer, and the Creator and the Redeemer send the Holy

Spirit, and the Creator, Redeemer, and Holy Spirit send the church into the world. This God insists on

having the last word. “Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The

time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news’” (Mark

1:14-15). A chief defining content of this good news of God (1 Thess. 2:1, 8, 9; Rom. 1:1) is this sort

of relentless reach. This God has a gregarious determination to draw all things unto God's self (Jn.

12:32). Isn’t it wonderful that God wanted you? 

Jesus Christ is raised from the dead and immediately launches out into the world to say to

everyone, “Come on in!” 

Here’s the next resurrection wonder: Jesus commissions people like Philip, then folks like you
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and me to go forth and say, “Come on in!” 

The church exists not for itself but rather to sign, signal, and embody God’s intentions for the

whole world. God wants to say to the whole world, “Come on in!” God’s primary means of

accomplishing this is through the church. “The community, in its corporate life, is called to embody an

alternative order that stands as a sign of God’s redemptive purposes in the world,” says Richard

Hays. 

Our church, despite any of our failings, is the way God has chosen to invite the whole world, all

people, to come be part of God’s family. We are not allowed to turn inward, to focus only upon

ourselves; we are forced to turn outward because that’s what Christ does. 

As that great missionary evangelist, Lesslie Newbigin has said, “…the coming of Jesus has

introduced into history an event in which the reign of God is made known under the form of weakness

and foolishness to those whom God has chosen to make it known, and…it is made known to them so

that it may be proclaimed to all.” (The Open Secret). 

Frederick Buechner describes it this way: “The visible church is all the people who get together

in God’s name. Anybody can find out who they are by going to look. The invisible church is all the

people God uses for his hands and feet in this world. Nobody can find out who they are except God.

Think of them as two circles. The optimist says they are concentric. The cynic says they don’t

even touch. The realist says they occasionally overlap.” (p 15 Wishful Thinking)

The church is not the substance of our witness but its means. Even as Israel was called in its

unique life together to be a light to the nations, so the church is called to be a light to the world. It is

not for the church to save the world, but God’s saving of the world graciously includes the church.

Thus, evangelism and mission must of necessity include inclusion into the church. 

Evangelism is not a matter of the church going out to recruit new members. It is a matter of the
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church being God’s appointed means for our salvation, a means not an end. 

To proclaim Christ is to proclaim his embodiment; to give one’s life to Christ is to be joined to

his Body. A Christian outside the church is an incomprehensible anomaly. A church that is not

constantly converting, calling, incorporating, evangelizing, is not Christ's church. What is evangelism?

It’s what the church says to people (“Come on in”) because Christ has come to them. 

In the Acts of the Apostles, the church is under constant threat, from foes within and without,

hanging on for its very life at the fringes of classical culture. Yet the church in Acts keeps turning

outward, insists on intruding into imperial arrangements, keeps conversing with whomever will talk,

and insists on baptizing anybody “whom the Lord our God calls to him” (Acts 2:39). The church goes

to whomever Christ says, “Come on in.” 

Our church has got to look for more ways to be hospitable to newcomers and nonbelievers,

asking, “What do we need to do to make our worship more enticing, inviting, and appealing to

nonbelievers and how can we prepare them for full participation in our praise?” 

Frankly, one of our great challenges as Christians is to be a community that is answerable to a

God whose nature it is to be the Good Shepherd, out seeking and saving the lost (Luke 19:10). If we

could be Christ’s church only by hunkering down here, loving one another, and praising God with

good folks with whom we feel an affinity, we wouldn’t need to be out saying to people in the name of

Christ, “Come on in.” 

We’re like Philip out in the desert at noon, surprised by those to whom God introduces us.

We’re in the middle of the busy intersection between the world and a Savior who is determined to

reach out and draw in until he has us all. This keeps a minister like me on my toes, on my tiptoes,

eager for a glimpse of what God is up to in the world. Evangelism keeps church as interesting as
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Christ means church to be. Odd people keep showing up who have had their lives rearranged by the

intrusions of a living, active, talkative God. People— strange people whom we would not have invited

of our own accord to Christ—are being sought and saved by the incursions of the Holy Spirit. Philip

was surprised to be sent by the Spirit to the Ethiopian. 

The image I get of the church in Acts is a group of people breathlessly attempting to keep up

with the wildfire movements of the Holy Spirit, a church always just a step behind the extravagant

outreach of the gospel of God, a church expecting to be surprised by who shows up. Who shows up?

Those to whom Christ has found a way to say, “Come on in.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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