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How can we know what God wants us to do? 

The story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch reads a bit like an Aesop’s fable - a strange mixture of 

the ordinary and the extraordinary.  I once heard it described as the ‘Hitch-hiker’s Guide to the Bible’ 

- reference I suppose to Philip being picked up by a passing chariot, having a good old natter about 

religion on the journey, and being dropped off at the next watering hole!   

But actually, there’s a bit more to it than that.... 

The story takes place after Jesus’ Ascension into heaven, and after the coming of the Holy Spirit 

upon the disciples at Pentecost.  Philip, along with six others, has been set apart by the church 

community to serve on their behalf, and the apostles and newly-appointed deacons are working 

hard, proclaiming the Good News, healing the sick and consequently getting into all sorts of trouble 

with the authorities, as more and more people are turning to this new Christian religion 

and being baptised.  It’s an exciting time.  In this story, we see Philip learning how to be a follower of 

Jesus, at a time when Jesus is no longer physically around.  We see him responding to an inner sense 

of calling that leads him on in his service of the Gospel.  And we see also how the Ethiopian eunuch 

is also helped to respond to the call of God through the help of another Christian. 

So, how can we know what God wants us to do? 

It’s a question that’s been asked by individuals and churches for centuries.  And it’s a question that 

every Christian disciple and every Christian community needs to ask.  And our reading from Acts 8 

gives us some particular insights into the question which are worth pondering carefully. 

Firstly, Philip is attentive to God and expects him to speak. 

At the point where we pick up the story, Philip has been on a preaching tour in Samaria.  One day, 

we read:  An angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Get up and go toward the south to the road that goes 

down from Jerusalem to Gaza’. (Acts 8:26)  A little further on in the story we read:  The Spirit said to 

Philip, ‘Go over to this chariot and join it.’  It seems from the way Luke describes events, that Philip 

hears a voice giving him instructions about what to do next.  That may be; but what is, I think, more 

likely is that Philip experiences some sort of inner prompting or nudging to do these things. There’s 

some sort of ‘inner call’ - and Philip follows it.  It’s true he couldn’t have known for certain that God 

was calling him, but he trusts the Holy Spirit and he trusts his own sense of conviction about what to 

do.  We read:  So Philip got up and went......and he ran up to the chariot. 

Now I’m certainly not suggesting that every inner prompting we might experience is the work of the 

Holy Spirit.  A lot of the things we decide to do are simply common sense.  Indeed, inner promptings 

can be strange things.  Sometimes they can lead to extraordinary situations - like the occasion when 

I was on holiday in Yorkshire, and felt very strongly that I should go into a particular craft shop - only 

to meet an old school friend who was already in there and whom I hadn’t seen for 20 years.  

Sometimes, inner promptings can lead to disaster - like the time, in the middle of winter, when I was 

driving at night across the Norfolk Fens, and was convinced that it made sense to follow a particular 

route, only to find I very nearly got stranded on a flooded road. 
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But you see, Philip is living in a close relationship with God and has begun to recognise that God is 

there in those inner promptings.  He’s begun to recognise also that God can work through the most 

unlikely of situations for good.  In short, Philip is attentive to the voice of God, and expects God to 

speak with him and lead him.   

Secondly, Philip is courageous – and prepared to take risks – in his obedience to God’s call. 

If you think about it, being told to ‘go south’, alone, on a wilderness road is not very sensible; (a bit 

like crossing the Fens, at night, in mid-winter!)  But Philip does it, and so finds himself in the place 

where God wants him to be and where he can most effectively be used by him.   And if you think 

about it, sidling up to a chariot and eavesdropping on the reading aloud of one of the most powerful 

foreign leaders in the Middle East, and then suggesting that actually, he might have ‘the wrong end 

of the stick’ about what he’s reading, is not the wisest thing for a mere tradesman or fisherman to 

do!  And yet Philip does it; and as a result is able to bring the Ethiopian eunuch not only to a fuller 

understanding of the gospel, but also to faith in Jesus Christ.   

Like Peter on the day of Pentecost - through Philip, the Spirit opens up the scriptures to speaker and 

hearer alike, enabling them really to grasp its context and meaning.  The result is that the one who 

speaks is enabled to interpret the Scriptures, and the one who hears is given understanding, turns to 

Christ and is baptised.   

So, Philip is attentive, expectant, courageous and obedient - all words that might describe how best 

to respond to God’s call – both for individuals and for church communities.  But just think how it 

might have been if Philip hadn’t been willing to respond.  Just think how it might have been if he 

hadn’t been attentive, expectant, courageous and obedient. Certainly, that Ethiopian traveller might 

not have found faith in Christ – and one of the earliest Christian Churches in Africa might not have 

been founded.  For the Ethiopian eunuch needed the wisdom and the responsiveness of Philip to 

move on in his own faith journey – and what was true for him, is surely true for many, many 

thousands in our own society who are seeking and yet who do not understand.  They need us, in our 

various ways, to be a ‘Philip’ to them.  Putting it bluntly, if, as Christian disciples, we do not respond 

to God’s calling, then we impoverish God’s mission in the world. 

It’s not surprising that this reading is set for today.  We’re still in the Easter season, but we’re fast 

approaching the Feast of Pentecost.  The missionary task continues, and you and I are called by God 

to be part of it – wherever we are. 

Every one of us.  Throughout our lives. Uniquely and together. 

So let’s pray: 

- for grace to be attentive to God’s call; 

- for wisdom to discern the movement of God’s Spirit within us and among us; 

- for courage to respond to it – whatever it may require of us; and 

- for the grace of obedience, and the deep desire to offer ourselves in the service of God’s 

Kingdom and in the task of mission. 

To take God’s calling seriously is a risky business.   

To ignore it is to forfeit God’s best for us, for the Church and for the world. 


