
Encountering the Ethiopian Eunuch
The Place of the Ethiopian Eunuch in the Book of Acts (8:26-40) 

and its Ethical Implications for Missions

By Gifford Rhamie

W ith  the sto ry  of the E thiopian eunuch in Acts 
chapter 8, Africans can authentically  trace 
their Christian roots back to the apostolic age. 

T his is ju s t one of m any fascinating aspects to this s to ry  
tha t takes the reader into a w orld of a very powerful 
international figure who accepts the gospel of Jesus Christ 
along his travels.

At face value, Luke's narrative reads as 
a beautiful conversion story, especially 
when set against the preceding story of 
Simon Magus (8:4-25). Yet it has been sug
gested that this narrative has scant connec
tion with the rest of Acts and adds little to 
the development of Luke’s narrative and 
theology, never mind his missiology.

In fact, the vast majority of commen
taries focus on the eunuch’s conversion, and 
in particular the baptismal formula men
tioned in verse 37, as an indicator of early 
set procedures and practices of baptism in 
the early Christian church.1 But few com
ment on the Ethiopian eunuch’s status, 
especially in light of Luke’s rhetorical strat
egy of chapter 8, and even less on the nar
rative’s strategy for missions in view of 1:8.2

This lack of comment has had the

unwitting effect of perpetuating the invisi
bility of the Ethiopian on the world scene 
of interpreters, even though Luke-Acts 
goes some way, whether directly or indi
rectly, to reflect the inclusive need of peo
ple of color to be seen as part of God’s 
new kingdom.3

Thus, there is a tendency to ignore 
basic questions such as:

What is an Ethiopian eunuch doing wor
shiping in Jerusalem during the Passover?

Who is he?
How is he able to read the Septuagint and 

why is he reading Isaiah 53?
Where is the Ethiopian going? Why Gaza?
Does his question to Philip for an expla

nation o f the text reveal something o f the 
acceptance of its authority, and a familiarity 
with Old Testament Hebrew tradition?
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Such questions are important because, as will be 
shown, the strategic place of the text of the Ethiopian 
eunuch (Acts 8:26-4-0) not only provides the missiological 
link to the early Christian Church in Africa but also has 
ethical implications for understanding missions today. In 
this way, the eunuch’s conversion foreshadows the inaugu
ration of the Gentile mission and its ultimate geographical 
and cultural scope symbolic of including all peoples.4.

The Story of the Eunuch
Let us recount the story with some annotated com
ments. According to Luke’s narrative, the eunuch had 
gone up to Jerusalem to worship (8:27). The time was 
probably the season following Pentecost of Acts 2. 
Pentecost was apparently quite an international affair 
with nationals from provinces of the Roman as well as 
Parthian empires (Acts 2:9—11).

The eunuch might have been in Jerusalem from 
even the time of the Passover, as it is unlikely that he 
would have traveled so far (several weeks journey) to 
worship and miss the most important event of the 
Jewish calendar. He was returning home via Gaza, a 
coastal town on the western tip of Palestine that 
would have provided transportation either by a coastal 
road or by sea to the Nile, where he would travel 
southward toward the capital city, Meroe, between the 
fifth and sixth cataracts of the Nile.5

The fact that he came from Ethiopia, which was 
deemed by Luke as “the ends of the earth” (Luke 11:31 ),6 
and purposefully to worship indicates that he was 
most likely a Jew, if not a Gentile God-fearer, or, but not 
necessarily the least likely, a full-fledged proselyte.7 
My preference for a Jewish identity comes out of the bur
geoning data of the historical records of Ethiopia. 
(Ethiopia is the popular appellation for Nubia, which cov
ered the then-vast parts of the sub-Sahara desert of Africa 
during ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism.)8

Oral tradition and DNA analysis convincingly 
accounts for the settlement of Jews in Ethiopia from 
the time of King Solomon due to his alleged dalliance 
with the Queen of Sheba.9 It should not come as a 
huge surprise that Jews from Africa regularly attended 
the festivals in Jerusalem, even if the Jews might not 
have fully accepted them.10

The fact that he was an Ethiopian eunuch could pose 
a double whammy to a modern reader. His “Ethiopian- 
ness” conjures up the many stereotypes of deprived, 
poor, marginalized, dispossessed, malnourished, under

developed Africans. His eunuch status, on the other hand, 
raises questions of virility or, for that matter, sterility 
and of a complicated gender, not least dubious sexuali
ty.11 Hence, he was a marginal of the marginalized.

To Luke’s readers, however, the Ethiopian might 
have represented a prestigious, powerful figure if partially 
in terms of his ethnicity, then most certainly in terms 
of his social status because he was a key member of the 
government of Queen Candice, the traditional title of the 
dynasty of queens, rather like that of pharaoh.

The suggestion of his ethnicity presenting a physical 
force to be reckoned with comes from the way in 
which the ancients viewed Africans. From the time of 
Homer, the Greeks and later the Romans would nor
mally measure people of color against, for example, the 
blackness of the Ethiopian skin.12 Their internation
ally  was often acclaimed for their inclusive education, 
their bravery on the seas, and the wealth of resources 
that would accompany them for commerce.13

The Ethiopian eunuch was not merely an object 
of exotic curiosity, but an influential, imposing figure 
of power, wealth, and prestige. Even his identity 
as a eunuch, although rendering him marginalized in 
Jerusalem, could have conceivably been viewed with 
admiration on the part of fellow Africans.14 He was 
both marginal and elite at the same time.

In short, the Ethiopian eunuch stood paradoxically 
for Imke as a premier prototype, symbolic of including 
all peoples, representative of the ultimate geographical, 
cultural, and gender scope of the spread of the gospel.

Rather than triggering cognitive dissonance in his 
readers, Luke’s inclusion of this story could have added 
credibility, honor, and status to a fledgling Christianity 
for converting not merely a remote figure, in terms 
of his origins in the outer regions of the then-known 
world, but a wealthy, educated, and aristocratic figure— 
someone the likes of Theophilus (1:1-4) might have 
welcomed.15

Now, I do not wish to dilute and thereby deny any 
dissonance the prominence given to an Ethiopian in 
Luke might have caused in later readers, for it is well 
known that later rabbinic tradition held very negative 
views of blacks in antiquity.16 The point here is, 
though, that he stood with all his inconsistencies and 
inherent contradictions as a suitable candidate to 
embody the raison d’etre of 1:8c.

The significance of Ethiopia as a fulfillment of 1:8, 
as symbolic of the “ends of the earth,” has been all 
too lost in the exegesis of modern scholars. Few seem



to have noticed that in the context of culture this 
baptized and now fully fledged member of the new 
Christian family, indeed this Ethiopian, is returning to 
his home with a mission. In support of this, the 
Western MSS longer variant reading of the Holy 
Spirit falling upon the eunuch before sending him on 
his way rejoicing (8:39) is undoubtedly efficacious of a 
departing with intent, missiological intent.17

T h e re  is a clear reason  for Luke n o t p u rsu in g  th is tra 
je c to ry  o f  m issions, for n o t p rocessing  his readers th ro u g h  
th e  sp read  o f  th e  gospel in E thiopia. L uke’s in te re s t cen-

T h e  em phasis o f  th e  q u o te  is c learly  to  p ro je c t th e  
hum iliation-exaltation  experience o f Jesus C hrist, a p a tte rn  
th a t is a fea tu re  o f  L uke’s w r itin g  (Luke 1:52; 3:5—6; 
5:12-26; 14:11; 18:9-14, 24:25-27).22 T h is  la n g u a g e  o f  
rev e rsa l o f  fo rtu n e s  cou ld  w ell have had  rh e to ric a l 
im p ac t on  th e  eunuch  g iven  how  he m ig h t have been 
g e n e ra lly  received in  Jerusalem .

The explication of the text, Isaiah 53:7-8, by Philip 
was most likely a recapitulation of an early evangelistic 
strategy of apologetics for converting Jews, if not fully 
developed, then in inchoate form. A similar ploy by

tered around the activities of the apostles, especially Paul, 
“the apostle to the Gentiles” (see Acts 13:46, 47). Conse
quently, Luke colludes with a cultural ideology that focuses 
on Rome as the center of the Mediterranean world, 
with the outer regions of Spain to be eventually explored, 
with Ethiopia not even in the running.18

Hence, by shifting the center from Jerusalem, if 
only ideologically, the case for Christianity being for 
all people is emphatically made. Paul’s focus becomes 
Luke’s focus, which in turn becomes the reader’s focus. 
This has the unwitting effect of making “the darker 
races outside the Roman orbit ... circumstantially 
marginalised by NT authors.”19

Consequently, the sociopolitical realities of the text 
could deny the modern reader of new possibilities of a 
vision of racial inclusiveness and universalism. One has 
only to examine maps of the New Testament world, 
for example, and see the paucity of information on 
Africa. Africa is not there; only the northern region of 
the Nile— Egypt.20

Notice that the eunuch was reading aloud. It was 
uncommon for one in antiquity to read silently to one
self. Everyone read aloud. But the eunuch was reading the 
Isaiah scroll, in particular the Suffering Servant passage 
of chapter 53, which is projected in literary terms as 
“the structural pivot of the entire eunuch story.”21 Luke 
does not have the eunuch read the entire passage, but it 
is substantial enough to warrant due study by him.

Jesus h im se lf  w ith  th e  tw o  m en  on th e  ro ad  to  E m m a u s 
(Luke 24:13-35) cou ld  be invoked here . T h u s , th e  Isa iah  
te x t  p ro b ab ly  e m erg ed  in  ea rly  C h ris tia n ity  as a foun 
d a tio n a l ch a tech is tic  (o r even  p ro p h e tic ) te x t, p ro v in g  
th e  m a rty rd o m  o f  th e  M e ssiah .23

G iv e n  th is  e v a n g e lis t ic  p la tfo rm , i t  is v e ry  lik e ly  
th a t  th e  t e x t  w as  b e in g  re a d  a n d  ta lk e d  a b o u t in 
Je ru sa le m  in th e  a f te rm a th  o f  th e  w itn e s s  o f  J e s u s ’ 
d e a th  an d  r e s u r re c t io n ,  w h e re  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  
sp e a k in g  in to n g u e s  m u s t have caused  q u ite  a stir. T h is  
m u s t  hav e  p la y e d  on  th e  m in d  o f  th e  e u n u c h  as he  
tra v e le d , a n d  as is e v id e n t f ro m  th e  te x t ,  th e  H o ly  
S p ir it se ized  th e  o p p o rtu n ity .

After receiving satisfactory guidance, where the 
topic of baptism must have arisen along the way, the 
eunuch is foregrounded in the story and given promi
nence. He exerts his authority and almost demands to 
be baptized at once (36-38). Philip acquiesces. Then 
they both emerge out of the water with the Holy Spirit 
falling upon the eunuch and the angel of the Lord 
snatching Philip away.

All of this took place before Saul’s conversion. The 
Suffering Servant text of Isaiah (Chap. 53) no doubt 
became the eunuch’s catechism. Charles E. Bradford 
calls him, “the first missionary with a national con-
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stituency.”24 Luke’s strategic employment of the text 
undoubtedly provides a clue to the spiritual mandate 
for such a sociopolitically, commanding man.

Moreover, the longer plausible MSS reading of 
Acts 8:39 posits the Holy Spirit as falling upon the 
Ethiopian as a result of the baptism which is not only 
an allusion to but also a fulfillment of 1:8, whereupon 
receiving the Holy Spirit the disciples were bound by 
power to evangelize. The Ethiopian went “on his way 
rejoicing,” not merely with an emotional, holy dance, 
but full of the Holy Spirit, full of missiological in ten-

n o ta b le  re c o rd  o f  su ffe rin g  u n d e r  p e rse c u tio n . W e have 

re c o rd s  o f  th is  p r im a r ily  b ecause  th e  p ro v in ces  w ere  
p a r t  o f  “re p re se n ta tiv e ” C h ris tian ity , m e a n in g  th a t  
N o r th  A frica c o n s titu te d  th e  s o u th e rn  re g io n  o f  th e  
R om an  E m p ire  an d  th u s  fo rm ed  p a r t  o f  th e  locus o f  
C h ris tia n  activ ity .

It w as a tim e w hen  m a rty rd o m  w as th e  te s t o f  
C hristianity . T h is  section  o f  th e  church  p rovided  m uch  o f 
the  in te llectual personnel w ho  developed the  g ro u n d w o rk  
o f  C hristian  theology. F o r exam ple, O rig en  th e  founder, 
one m ig h t say, o f  m o d ern  system atic  theo logy ; and the

tion. Herein lies the subtext of missiological intent.
The Ethiopian eunuch was to reach an entire nation, 

rather on the scale of Paul’s mission to the European-domi
nated Gentile world, and his was a first in the Christian era.

If one sees the European trajectory of church 
growth emanating from 1:8 with its territorial expan
sionism across Asia and Europe as the central concern 
of Luke (since he is eventually following Paul’s story), 
then surely the Ethiopian eunuch’s story ought to 
be relegated to a footnote. The problem, however, is 
the prominence that Luke gives to the story. It is too 
significant to Luke to be footnoted.

The story has to be construed in light of the fuller 
plot of 1:8, not merely territorially but ethnically. Only 
then will the Ethiopian story be seen for what it is: 
a symbol of the conversion of all nations, and of the 
fulfillment of 1:8c as mission “to the end of the 
earth.”25 So although Luke eventually follows Paul’s 
work, he pauses for a significant while on the 
incursions made into the ends of the world, Africa.26

The Church in Africa
By the second century C.E. churches were already 
established in Africa.27 Between Egypt and the stretch 
of North Africa, which the Romans incidentally 
referred to as “Africa” even though they were both 
provinces of the Roman Empire, churches had a

three African lawyers, Tertullian, Cyprian, and 
Augustine, who laid the foundations of Western theology.

This was so because the North African church 
pioneered the vernacular use of Latin. It was working 
with the fashionable Latin (the soon-to-become ecclesio- 
logical language), whereas the church in Rome was still 
working in Greek. Interestingly, Victor, the first bishop 
of Rome, wrote his letters in Latin and was from Africa.

In the meantime, the gospel was taking root in 
Ethiopia. This surfaces in fourth century literature. 
Rufmus, for example, cites the story of Frumentius and 
Aedesius, two Syrian Christians, who were ship
wrecked off the coast of what is now Eritrea (Horn of 
Africa) and taken to the capital, Axum, where because 
of the kind show of hospitality they settled.28

Since the Ethiopians were accustomed to hosting 
foreigners, the new settlers noticed how tolerant the 
people were in matters of religion, as, indeed, Africans 
tend to be. They were amazed at the evidence of 
Christianity and Hebraism so freely practiced among 
the indigenous even though the emperor at the time,
Ella Amida, practiced paganism.29 This has much to 
commend for pluralism, with its inherent characteristics 
of tolerance and respect for the other’s set of values.

After the death of the emperor, King Ezana, who 
was a monotheist anyway, joined Christianity and the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church was instituted in 331 C.E. 
as the national church. In the same year Emperor

This section of the church provided much of the intellectual personnel 
who developed the groundwork of Christian theology.



Constantine was converted to Christianity, which implies 
that the Christian Church in Ethiopia enjoyed the status 
of national provenance before the Church in Rome.

However, it must be noted that Christianity was 
Ethiopianized (indigenized) more than Ethiopia was 
Christianized. In other words, the religion was incar
nated into the culture of the day, and thereby owned by 
the indigenous. Hence, it was comfortable with itself 
and confident with its identity. This, it must be empha
sized, was without getting territorial in the “Christen
dom,” or expansionist, sense of the word, as was 
already the practice in Western Christianity.

Thus, cultural as well as ecumenical diversity was 
built into the psyche of the early Ethiopian church.30 
It was at this time and in this context that the church 
in Ethiopia forged close lasting ties with the church in 
Alexandria, the then-capital of Egypt, during the time 
of Patriarch Athanasius, while maintaining its distinct 
form of Christianity.

Cross-Cultural Diffusion
It would appear that the motive over the centuries for 
maintaining ties with Christians so far away was that 
they saw Christianity as one organic whole. This sense 
of an umbilical cord linking the isolated Ethiopia with 
the outside world over the years, yea centuries, is a 
witness to Christian universality. Yet this universality 
did not negate the unique interpretations and practices 
of Christianity. This might have something to say 
about a phenomenon of Christianity that Andrew 
Walls calls “cross-cultural diffusion.”31

By this, Walls refers to the way centers of 
Christianity have adapted to the impact of a new culture 
—religious or social—without compromising its core 
beliefs. This could be seen in Acts 15, for example, in 
the way Jewish Christians soon accepted the legitima
cy of a Gentile expression of Christian religion exclu
sive of circumcision and, say, separatism.

The church had to be vulnerable, if fragile. In this 
case, the Jewish form of Christianity with the “old-style” 
believers retaining the Torah-keeping way of devotion 
to the Messiah, characteristic of the Jerusalem church, 
soon gave way to the vibrant innovative Gentile church, 
with the death of James the Elder probably prompting 
the former’s demise.

Here the center of gravity shifted from Jewish 
Christianity to Hellenistic Christianity. At different 
times, different peoples and different places have

become the church’s center. Then the “baton,” to use 
Walls’s metaphor, is passed on to another.32

This is what we witnessed in the early Ethiopian 
church. Cultural diversity was built into its origins 
in that it embraced an ecumenical partnership with a 
distinctly different community in Alexandria, Egypt. 
Over the centuries, however, Ethiopia hosted a 
Christian “empire,” whereas Alexandria was swallowed 
up in an Islamic one.

Today, we are witnessing a resurgence of 
Christianity in Africa. What is noteworthy is its deep 
sense of belonging to its Ethiopian-Christian past.

Walls cites an example. More than a century ago, 
different groups of African Christians independent 
of each other, dotted all over the continent, and frus
trated by missionary control, established churches free 
of Western missionaries.

When they did so, some took on the title, “Ethiopian,” 
to assert their Africanness, adopting the famous text 
beloved by all Africans, that Ethiopia will “stretch forth 
her hands to God” (Ps. 68:31).33 This instinct driven by a 
keen consciousness ought to be taken seriously.

Thus, Africans can authentically trace their 
Christian roots not only to Africa but virtually back to 
the apostolic age. This has serious implications for the 
way mission is understood in Christianity today.

C hristianity in Africa cannot be treated as colo
nial crumbs from the European master’s table. 
Christian origins, discourse, and the history of 

Christian missions need to recover the place of Africa 
from the margins.

Although Greco-Roman categories have influenced 
African Christianity, it owes most of its formation to 
Hebraistic influences. It has more in common with 
Hebrew thinking and practice than with the Greco- 
Roman worldview.

African Christianity was not launched with an 
impoverished beginning at the gratuitous mercy of foreign 
missionaries, but, as has been shown exegetically, 
enjoyed a rich indigenous historical beginning most 
likely at the hands of the Ethiopian eunuch. Indeed, 
Luke meant for his readership to understand that the 
eunuch once empowered by the Holy Spirit left with 
missiological intent.

Although Christianity was born in an eclectic
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context within African life that resonated with much of 
the culture of Old Testament Scripture, its birth was 
probably not as syncretistic as the religious context 
of its counterpoint in the West, especially in the outer 
region of the Roman Empire toward the Barbarian 
(Greco-Roman language) countries of Central and 
Northern Europe.

Just as the Ethiopian eunuch came to symbolize for 
Luke the fulfillment of the plot of 1:8c (“And you will 
be my witness ... in the ends of the earth”), so African 
Christianity ought to be seen as the embodiment of all 
peoples, even with their inherent inconsistencies and 
contradictions. In this way, the example of indigenized 
Christianity could serve as a template for a Christianity 
in the West that is attempting to reinvent itself.

The African religious reality is pluralistic. Tradi
tional religions, Islam, and Christianity, existed and 
still exist side by side in many varieties, and “that’s 
OK,” to use a colloquialism.34 Because of this, the cul
tural diversity that was built into its origins predis
posed it for collaborative work with other religions.

The history of Christianity from the Apostolic Age 
is incomplete and one-sided when the African data is 
not given. This has serious pedagogical implications.

Does the standard Adventist prophetic interpreta
tion of, say, Daniel 2 with respect to the feet of “iron 
and clay” and ten toes need revising in light of the 
African story?

Indeed, given Western preoccupation with the 
Middle East, Europe, and America, where is Africa in 
eschatology?

Perhaps, then, in light of the above and as a show 
of solidarity with the rest of Christianity we could 
adopt a missionary song composed by the nineteenth- 
century Lovedale Mission Press, as did the new South 
Africa for its National Anthem:

Nkosi sikelef I Afrika : God bless Africa
Makube njalo. : May it be so for ever.35
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