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What is to prevent me from being baptized? 

 

Acts 8:26–40 

Psalm 22:25–31 

1 John 4:7–21 

John 15:1–8 

 

Text: Acts 8:36 

As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is 

water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?’ 

 

Introduction 

Douglas Murray is a British author and political commentator.  He founded the Centre for Social 

Cohesion in 2007, and is also an associate editor of the British political and cultural magazine 

The Spectator.  He finds himself in the odd position of being a self-professed non-believer who 

nevertheless has great respect for Christianity and the positive role it has played in building 

Western civilization—to the point of calling himself a “Christian atheist.”  On an episode of the  

Unbelievable podcast,  Murray was asked, “Why don’t you just believe in God?” His response 

has always been that he genuinely finds it difficult to accept certain aspects of the Christian 

argument.  Belief in God, he noted, cannot be faked or forced.  The host of the program, Justin 

Brierley, asked Murray what it would take for him to make a return to faith in God and 

Christianity.  Murray said “I think I’d need to hear a voice.” 

 

1. I would agree with Murray that belief in God cannot be faked or forced.  God, who knows the 

human heart, is not deceived by a charlatan.  What I might say to Mr. Murray is something I say 

here routinely. Faith begins by trusting as much of yourself as you know of yourself to as much 

of God as you know of him.  You don’t have to have all your intellectual ducks in a row to start; 

in fact I have found in following Jesus that a lot of my intellectual ducks needed rearranging and 

a few of those ducks didn’t need to be in the row at all. 

 

And Murray is also correct that you can’t be forced into believing in God.  Perhaps this is why 

the word ‘conversion’ is considered, for many, a negative term; too many preachers have 

resorted to manipulative tactics to get people to believe.  I recall fondly attending a 2018 lecture 

by Alister McGrath a professor of science and religion at the University of Oxford.  His subject 

was C. S. Lewis and apologetics (reasoned defence of faith).   Both C. S. Lewis and McGrath 

start their academic careers as atheists and become Christians later on.  In fact, it was in reading 

C.S. Lewis and his reasoned defence of Christian faith that influenced McGrath in his journey to 

faith. 

 

So on this point that belief in God cannot be forced, I enquired of Dr. McGrath, during the 

question period, the following; since we cannot reason our way to God (argue anyone into the 

kingdom), and we cannot get there from below (God has to disclose God’s self to us), what is the 

purpose of apologetics (reasoned defence of the faith)?  In substance his answer was that it 

helped people, as in his own experience, to understand that perhaps their arguments for not 

believing may not be on as solid a footing as they might think. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E2hRUXuEhgI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E2hRUXuEhgI
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2. In the book of Acts in the early days of the church we are told that people in Jerusalem carried 

their sick friends into the street so that the Apostle Peter’s shadow might fall on them. Were 

these people superstitious? Perhaps an element of superstition lingered in them. The point I ask 

you to note is that Peter was esteemed, venerated, even in Jerusalem, the place where he had 

denied Jesus inexcusably and had wept inconsolably.  Now the risen Jesus has turned Peter 

rightside up and put him on his feet.  Peter is recognized as leader in the young church. 

 

We should note that no church hierarchy, no bureaucracy, no government has appointed him to 

such a position. He is recognized leader, acknowledged leader, inasmuch as Christians in 

Jerusalem see him, hear him, talk with him, observe him day-by-day. They know he is to be 

trusted as their spiritual guide. His influence is immense.   

 

Influence—anyone’s  influence—is always to be contrasted with coercion, with what we can 

engineer wilfully.  Influence is what is left to us when we can’t coerce, can’t control or dominate.  

Influence was all Peter had.  Yet this was enough for the Christians in Jerusalem. They loved 

him.  They were in awe of him.  They considered it an honour just to get close enough to him to 

have his shadow fall on them. 

 

Think of our Lord Jesus Christ. Once he has decided to go to the cross he has renounced all 

control; influence is all he has left. No one, after all, is more powerless than someone skewered 

to a cross. Does anyone second-guess him for his decision, even fault him?  “And I, if I be lifted 

up, will draw all (manner of) men to myself.”  Will draw them, not drive them; once our Lord 

has committed himself to the cross he has renounced driving in favour of drawing.  Has our Lord 

not drawn each of us believers to himself?   

 

In our desire to see people come to know Jesus Christ we mustn’t be impatient with our Lord’s 

drawing of people.  I wonder sometimes if our passion for church growth has caused churches to 

run ahead of our Lord and resort to coercive tactics.  Yes, it is good to invite people to believe 

and be baptized and confirmed in faith, but we do so in the understanding that it is our Lord who 

draws people to himself. 

 

I suppose there are many people like the author Douglas Murray who have a great respect for 

Christianity but not quite able to say yes to faith.  I think of the general respect that many in our 

country have for the Salvation Army, for example.  And in many respects we see parallels of this 

in the story of the Ethiopian Eunuch who is on his way home after worshiping in Jerusalem.  

This man, a foreigner of some means and a eunuch serving in the court of the Ethiopian Queen, 

was somehow drawn to worship God in Jerusalem.  He is attracted to the monotheism of the 

Jewish faith and has a respect for what it offers.   

 

Because he is a eunuch, according to Jewish law, full participation in all aspects of Israel’s 

worship is not open to him. (Leviticus 21:20; Deuteronomy 23:1)  He is a person who lingered 

on the edges of Judaism hungering to know something about Israel’s God.   He has sufficient 

means to be able to own a scroll of the prophet Isaiah—he is wealthy and well read.  No doubt he 

has read and relished the portion of Isaiah that envisioned the future restoration of God’s people 

when eunuchs would be brought within God’s house. (Isaiah 56:3-5)  Today, as he travels in his 

carriage, he is reading another portion of Isaiah and hungers to know the truth of which he was 
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reading when Philip joined him.  How is this possible?  The gospel asserts that God is drawing 

him.  The book of Acts is the story of how the Holy Spirit propelled the Lord’s people in the 

spread of the good news of Jesus Christ throughout the world.  Is it possible for someone who 

respects Christianity enough to call himself a “Christian atheist,” to entertain the idea that 

perhaps the Lord is drawing him? 

 

3. People would read out loud in those days because in the scrolls there were no spaces between 

words; scrolls were expensive so you did not have the luxury of leaving blank spaces between 

words.  Readers would spell out each word so you knew when one word ended and the next 

began, and did so out loud.  Philip overhears the Ethiopian Eunuch reading a portion of a text 

from Isaiah that foretells of a suffering servant.  You can imagine how this part of what he read 

might catch this Eunuch’s attention; “In his humiliation justice was denied him. Who can 

describe his generation? For his life is taken away from the earth.”   As a Eunuch he has no 

generation (posterity) either and he knows a lot about humiliation. 

 

“Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before its shearer, so he does not 

open his mouth.  In his humiliation justice was denied him.  Who can describe his generation?     

For his life is taken away from the earth.”  Who is the prophet talking about, wonders the 

Eunuch.  Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the 

good news about Jesus.  Philip was one of the first seven deacons appointed to serve the 

Jerusalem church. (Acts 6:5)  Where did he learn to read this passage this way?  He learned it 

from the Apostles.  And the Apostles?  Jesus showed them how to understand that the scriptures 

spoke of his suffering for our sin. (Luke 24:45-47) 

 

The gospel writer Mark tells us that Jesus said, in reference to himself, “For the Son of Man 

came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  You can hear the 

echoes of Isaiah’s prophesy about a suffering servant in what Jesus says of himself.  Keep in 

mind that the prophet Isaiah looms large in Jesus’ imagination about his life and ministry.  It was 

at the synagogue in his hometown of Nazareth that Jesus unrolled the scroll of Isaiah and read, 

“the Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.”  

After reading Jesus said, of himself, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 

 

Luke, the author of Acts, does not spell out what Philip said to the Ethiopian that day.  A lot is 

contained in these five words, ‘the good news about Jesus.”  What you can assume is that the 

contours of what Philip proclaimed are found in the preaching we see in the rest of the book of 

Acts and in Luke’s gospel.  Philip no doubt told the Eunuch that the God he had gone up to 

Jerusalem to worship had in fact come among us in Jesus of Nazareth.  For sure he covered the 

fact that Jesus was crucified and raised from the dead as the Apostles had witnessed.  No doubt 

the substance of Peter’s Pentecost day sermon was reviewed, “Repent, and be baptized every one 

of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift 

of the Holy Spirit.” 

 

You can almost hear the back and forth.  “Why doesn’t he open his mouth about his innocence?, 

asks the Eunuch.  “Because of the great love with which he loved us,” answers Philip.  “Why is 

justice denied him?,” the Eunuch wonders.  “Because he bore our sin in himself,” responds 

Philip.  Clearly Philip has explained that when a person turns around and embraces Jesus as his 
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own the next step is to be baptized in obedience to our Lord’s call.  In the course of this 

conversation the Eunuch is lit by the presence of Jesus Christ and he can bear it no longer, 

‘Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?’  The answer was there was 

nothing preventing him and they went down into the water and Philip baptized him.  

 

It was about 15 years or so before Luke wrote the book of Acts that Paul wrote his letter to the 

Romans.  In fact Luke was one of Paul’s travelling companions when Paul wrote the letter.  Paul 

wrote, “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 

into his death?”  Paul’s clear assumption is that all Christians were baptized—this was the 

practise of the church from the beginning.   Baptism is the church’s sacrament of initiation into 

faith; a sacrament is an outward and physical sign of an inward and spiritual grace.  

 

As a pastor and preacher of the gospel, it is my conviction that our Lord is drawing people to 

himself.  May I ask gently, yet pointedly, is the something preventing you from declaring your 

faith and being baptized?  The Eunuch worried that there was some deficiency in him that would 

disqualify him.  Maybe like the author Douglas Murray there is something you don’t understand 

and need clarified.  I invite you to reach out to me and ask your questions. 

 

Maybe this is all new to you or maybe you were baptized as an infant and got away from contact 

with church and feel you don’t know enough.  I would be delighted to include you in an 

introductory course titled Christianity Explored, or other opportunity to consider Christian faith.  

If you have not been baptized and are ready like the Eunuch to be baptized, so are we—we’ve 

got water.  If you were baptized as an infant and not confirmed in faith, come.  If you were 

baptized and confirmed but drifted away come on back—it is always a good time for 

reaffirmation of baptismal vows.  I invite you to reach out to me, if you wish; it would be my joy 

to help you know that the prompting you feel is our Lord drawing you to himself. 

 

As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is 

water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?’ 

 

 

 

 


