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“Bearers of Grace”
1 John 4:7-21; Acts 8:26-40 May 3, 2015

Carol works as a personal assistant for the elderly. 
Once she took care of the elderly mother in a family in 
our congregation. As various members came to visit, they 
would at times invite Carol to come to church. Finally, she 
promised to come on a certain Sunday. When the appointed 
day arrived, she did not show up. On the following Monday, 
some of the family asked her why she did not come.  She 
said, “I got there all right. I looked around the parking lot 
and watched the people get out of their cars and go into the 
church. I saw how they were dressed and I knew I couldn’t 
go in. I didn’t have a nice dress or fancy shoes.” 

It may seem ridiculous to us us that somebody would 
not feel welcome at our church because of the clothes 
they wear. Clothes just are not that important. It was not 
unimportant to Carol. The feelings of others are never 
silly or irrelevant. There are lots of reasons why people do 
not feel welcome at church. We have heard or said them 
all. (It’s the most unfriendly church I have ever seen….  
The preacher preaches too long. The organ is too loud. 
Why would anyone want to worship with that bunch of 
hypocrites? All they ever talk about is money.) 

I heard about a man who did not feel welcome at church. 
One Sunday morning his wife called upstairs and told him 
to get up and get ready to go to worship. He hollered back 
downstairs, “I’m not going to church today.” 

“Yes, you are,” she said.  
“No, I’m not,” he said. “Those people don’t like me. They 

are mean to me. You give me three good reasons why I 
should go.” 

She replied, “First, you’re 38 years old. Second, the 
children and I are ready to go. Third, you’re the minister.”     

It is not only what goes on in our imagination that makes 
us not feel welcome at church. Sometimes, what we as 
people of faith say, how we act, what we teach and how we 
live create stumbling blocks that keep people from God. 

The Book of Acts tells about the explosive growth of the 
church following Pentecost. The early church begins to 
break out of the Jewish world with its center in Jerusalem 
and spread to the Gentile world with its center in Rome.  
Even as Saul works to crush the church, the gospel spreads 

to Samaria and beyond. The gospel presses forward into 
the whole world. The early church discovers through pain, 
conflict, sacrifice and the mighty acts of the Holy Spirit that 
the gospel is not just for Jewish people, but for all people.  

So we hear in Acts how an angel of God sends Philip to 
an unlikely place in the desert where he encounters the 
Ethiopian eunuch. This Ethiopian court official is an out of 
the ordinary and important figure in the gospel story. He 
is the Secretary of the Treasury to the Queen of Ethiopia.  
He is also a “God-fearer,” which means he is a non-Jew who 
worships the God of Israel. In fact, he is returning from a 
religious pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 

There is something else at stake – another problem to 
face. He is a eunuch. According to the Deuteronomic law, 
a eunuch cannot enter the Temple and thus cannot fully 
participate in the worship life of the people (Deut. 23:1).  
He is a foreigner. He has no children. He is cut off from the 
promises of God. Land and family were some of the most 
important signs of the blessings that come from Israel’s 
covenant with God. Yet, more than anything else he longs 
to belong to the people of God. 

In a sermon on this text, Dr. Fred Craddock paints 
a vivid picture of this Ethiopian official trying to catch a 
glimpse from the outer courtyard of what is going on in the 
Temple.  He is on the outside and desparately wants to be 
on the inside. Since he cannot go into the inner courtyards, 
we can envision him asking everyone on the way out, “What 
did you see? What did you do? What did the priests do? 
What did the people say? What did you experience?” More 
than anything else he wants to be a part of this community 
of faith, but the doors are not open to him.

So he returns to Ethiopia by way of the wilderness. He 
is reading the scroll of Isaiah, but he does not understand 
what he reads. He is reading about the servant of God who 
suffered and was denied justice. He is in a physical and 
spiritual wilderness. Surely, he could identify with suffering, 
rejection and injustice at the hands of religious leaders. Led 
by an angel of God, Philip goes into the wilderness and 
meets the Ethiopian. He interprets the scriptures to him.  
We hear the simple statement that “Philip proclaimed to 
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him the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35). In a barren 
place, far from home, Philip becomes the bearer of the 
gospel to a man who had no spiritual home, no family of 
faith, and no conception of the greatness of God’s love for 
him in Jesus Christ. His baptism is the sign of his being 
accepted and fully welcomed into the body of Christ.  
Jesus says in the gospel of John, “I will draw all people unto 
myself” (John 12:32). Sometimes the best thing we can do 
is simply tell the gospel story and get out of the way for 
the wonderful and wildly unpredictable things the Holy 
Spirit will do. It is interesting that the Ethiopian eunuch 
is reading from the scroll of Isaiah. In that same scroll, the 
prophet says that the day will come when the foreigner 
and the eunuch will have a place in the household of God  
(Isaiah 56:3-5). In Jesus that day has come. 

God has welcomed us into the body of Christ. God has 
welcomed us into the household of faith not because we 
deserve a place, but because God is gracious to sinners. 
Remember how Jesus told a parable about a master sending 
the servants to the highways and byways to invite the poor, 
the hungry, the sick, the outcast and the unwelcome to the 
feast. Well, here we are. We may clean up well. We may try 
to look like “a somebody” and act like “we belong here,” 
but we are all guests of a gracious host. We are here at 
God’s invitation. We are the poor who come to receive the 
riches of Christ. We are the sinners who come to discover 
abundant grace. We are the unlovable outcasts who come 
to find unconditional divine love. We are the hungry who 
come to feast on word and sacrament. We are the sick who 
need the healing touch of Jesus. Before we think somebody 
does not belong here, we had better first think about who 
we are and how we got here. 

Why does the church of Jesus Christ have such a hard 
time remembering this? In excluding others, we condemn 
ourselves. Why do we get the gospel so turned around? 
Why do we act as if we are the one who decide who should 
be in and who should be out. Why do we act as if we are 
bouncers in some religious holy club instead of bearers of 
the gospel of grace? All Jesus asks of us that we, like Philip, 
proclaim to others the good news of Jesus. We say with 
Jesus, “Come unto me all you who are heavy laden and I 
will give you rest.” We are recipients of grace and bearers 
of grace. It is easy to forget our place. Our place is at the 
foot of the cross not on the throne of God. As John wrote, 
it is our love for one another that is the evidence our love 
for God.

Thank God there are times when we get it right. This 
weekend more than 40 women are gathered at our church 

for the 72-hour Great Banquet retreat. The goal is to 
surround them with Christian love, prayer and hospitality 
that they may experience the gracious welcome of Christ. 

Each week more than a hundred families come as our 
guests to the food pantry. Our goal is not simply to give 
out food, but to welcome them into the household of faith 
and to provide spiritual, emotional and physical resources. 

Twice a year, our Presbyterian Women host thousands 
of guests for the fall bazaar and the summer sale. At 
bottom, it is not about selling things at fire sale prices; it 
is about practicing the hospitality of Christ. It is about 
sharing the good news of Jesus. 

Today we welcome families who present their children 
for baptism. We want these families and these infants 
to experience life as beloved children of God. When all 
these things happen, we too experience the powerful 
transforming presence of the Holy Spirit.  

Christ is our host and we are all guests at the table in his 
kingdom. We are simply bearers to one another of his grace.


