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This month we’re looking at some of the different ways that God speaks to us. Last week 
we looked at God speaking to us through (dreams by looking at the stories of Joseph and Peter’s 
vision) (creation by looking at the Genesis story and Jesus calming the storm). So we’re 
continuing with this theme today, turning our attention to how God speaks to us through others. 

This morning we have two readings, one from the Old Testament and the other from the 
New. In our first reading we heard about a bit of a strange encounter between God and Samuel. 
 Background – earlier 2 chapters, Samuel the long-awaited child of Hannah and Elkanah 

• Eli already has two sons, named Hophni and Phineas, and they were “scoundrels” (2:12) 
they had no regard for the Lord or for the duties of the priests to the people 

o They took the best pieces of meat for themselves which were to be used for the 
sacrifice, even threatened to take it by force from people; they “laid” with the 
women who served at the entrance; when Eli confronted them they didn’t listen  

• God promises that He won’t let Eli’s family continue as priests 

Samuel has been with Eli at the temple since he was a young boy, and the first verse tells us 
that “the word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” 

So this is not like other times when God was speaking to Abraham, or to Joseph, or when 
God would meet with Moses in a tent. Furthermore the passage says that Samuel did not yet 
know the Lord. So we have a young boy, who doesn’t really know God but lives in the temple, 
living at a time when God doesn’t communicate directly with His people. So when the Lord 
calls, “Samuel! Samuel!” we shouldn’t be too surprised that the young boy doesn’t realize that 
it’s God. But Eli the priest, on the other hand, does know God and he perceives that God is trying 
to speak to Samuel; so he instructs Samuel that if he is called again, say “Speak, Lord, for your 
servant is listening.”  

And lo and behold, God calls Samuel again, and Samuel, ever-obedient, responds as Eli told 
him to, and the Lord speaks to the boy. And poor Samuel, you might not even be able to see his 
adam’s apple yet, and he gets this message that God swears the house of Eli will not be pardoned 
for the wrongs of his sons. Can you imagine what that must have been like for Samuel?  

Picture a grandchild, who has a bit of a relationship with God, who says God told them that 
He’s taking away his blessing and care from this grandchild’s caregiver – who by the way has 
been taking care of the child since they were an infant. That’s not an easy message to receive or 
deliver.  

And even though Samuel was afraid to tell Eli what God told him, Eli commands the boy to 
give him the message and Samuel does so. It wasn’t easy, it wasn’t popular, but Samuel did it. 
And he grows up with the Lord, and continued to convey God’s words regardless of how popular 
or well-received they might be. Samuel becomes a great prophet but his first encounter with God 
is made possible through Eli’s guidance.  

 

I cannot say for certain that without Eli’s help Samuel would never have become a great 
prophet. Perhaps God would have revealed Himself to Samuel in another way; but the story we 
have says that God first called Samuel three times, but doesn’t say anything else to him, besides 
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his name. It’s almost like Eli had to give Samuel the code phrase in order for God to speak to 
him.  

Eli plays an important role in facilitating the relationship between Samuel and God. Samuel, 
through the help of Eli, is able to hear God speak to him. We’ll shift gears for a moment and 
come back to this point later, but let’s turn our attention now to our reading from Acts.  

If you read the verses leading up to today’s passage you’ll see that Philip had been preaching 
in Samaria, that region that we associate with being unclean, or a misguided interpretation of 
God, but whom Luke also portrays, contrastingly, as having faith by helping the traveler who 
was beaten up on the road, or the only one of ten lepers who thanks Jesus for being cleansed.  

And while Philip is doing whatever he’s doing an angel of the Lord speaks to him and tells 
him to get up and go to this deserted road. And Philip just does it. And there he encounters an 
Ethiopian traveler, a eunuch, with a high position in the Ethiopian court. This meaning of the 
term ‘eunuch’ isn’t known precisely. Being a eunuch could mean that he was castrated, or 
celibate, or just unable to procreate. So while we’re uncertain of just what exactly makes this 
man unable to have children, we do know that it plays a significant part in his identity – not only 
with his job and livelihood but also with his ability to worship. We can recall that this traveler 
went to Jerusalem to worship and was now returning home, when Philip meets him. But 
something we might not pick up on is that if a man was castrated he was not allowed into the 
temple. So if being a eunuch does in fact refer to not having one’s genitals then he would not 
have been allowed to worship inside the Jerusalem temple.  

 

Yet despite this barrier it seems he is determined to read the scriptures, even if he might not 
have the benefit of having a rabbi or teacher help him understand what it is that he is reading. 
And then, seemingly out of nowhere, Philip appears on the scene.  

Led by the Spirit, Philip goes over to the Ethiopian’s chariot and joins it. And the rest of the 
passage doesn’t mention anything else that the Spirit says, but Philip asks “Do you understand 
what you’re reading?” 

And the eunuch honestly replies, “how can I unless someone guides me?” The eunuch isn’t 
too proud to admit that he needs help in understanding, so he invites Philip into the chariot to sit 
with him and have a conversation about Isaiah 53, a passage about the suffering servant that we 
usually read during Lent.  

And Philip takes this opportunity to tell the eunuch about Jesus, to share the Gospel, and tell 
him of the good news that God has done. And the Ethiopian eunuch embraces this new 
understanding, whatever it was that Philip told him, and seeing the water along their trip he 
excitedly asks, “What is to prevent me from being baptized?” 

(If I were Philip I think I’d like a little bit more warning before doing a baptism, you know? 
It’s not something you just jump into all of a sudden. There’s paperwork to fill out and 
godparents to find, other stuff.) 

But joking aside, Philip and the eunuch go down to the water and he is baptized before Philip 
is snatched away and is suddenly at Azotus. The Ethiopian eunuch didn’t know Philip for an 
extensive period of time, but God was still able to speak to this man through Philip’s help. In 
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contrast to Samuel and Eli who had a relationship extending years of time, Philip and the traveler 
only met briefly, but in that short period of time the eunuch with an unknown name was able to 
have an encounter with God and join His holy family.  

Even though he would have previously been excluded from the Jewish community, he is 
included into this newer one, this newly forming Christian community. And if it wasn’t for 
Philip’s willingness to go and speak to this man, perhaps he never would have had that personal, 
direct relationship with God, but would have remained on the peripheries, on the margins of the 
temple and the religious community.  

God speaks to us through others. God spoke to Samuel through Eli, and God revealed 
Himself to the eunuch through Philip and the scriptures. God reaches us in all kinds of ways – 
through the ones we have known for a long time, and through individuals we only met a short 
time ago. Sometimes the message is difficult and hard to accept, and other times it sends us on 
our way rejoicing.  

And I think it’s important to point out that God speaks to the ones we don’t always expect 
Him to. In a time when visions are rare, God speaks to a young boy. In a time when individuals 
are excluded because of their sexual identity, God reaches them.  

And while God speaks to us through others, He also speaks to others through us. Inasmuch as 
the focus this month is on how we can listen to God, we cannot forget that we are included, and 
called, to speak to others on God’s behalf. To share the Gospel, just as Philip did, and to bring 
the good news of God to others in order that we might include all peoples, young and old, from 
every creed, race, and tribe. This is the good news and let us never forget it; or take it for 
granted. Amen.  


