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Philip and the Ethiopian 
a play for Youth Groups 

by Joy Kingsbury-Aitken 
based on Acts 8:26-40 

Personae Dramatis 

Radio Announcer 

First panellist (a church historian) 

Second panellist (a church historian) 

Radio Play Narrator 

God 

Philip 

The Ethiopian Treasurer 

 

The studio of a Christian radio station. 

Three people, wearing headphones, are seated around a microphone. 

 

Radio Announcer:   Christian radio welcomes you to this week’s episode of “The History of 

the Church”.  Today our panel of church historians will be discussing 

the coming of Christianity to Ethiopia. 

 

Panel, to begin with, would you share with our listeners some 

fascinating facts about the church in this North African nation. 

 

First panellist: It may interest our listeners to know that the Egyptian Coptic and 

Ethiopian Orthodox churches are the only expressions of Christianity in 

the continent of Africa that predate the witness of western 

missionaries. Christianity was recognised as the state religion of 

Ethiopia in the fourth century, only a few years after Constantine made 

Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire.   

 

Announcer: So Christianity has existed in Ethiopia for a very long time. 

 

Second panellist: Indeed. There were Christians in this part of Africa from the first 

century.   The indigenous Ethiopian church has been a great survivor.  
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For one thousand years Christian congregations flourished throughout 

northern Africa and the Middle East, until Christianity was replaced by 

Islam.  Ethiopia remained a largely Christian nation surrounded by 

Moslem states. 

 

Announcer: The Ethiopian Orthodox Church is famous for its claim to possess the 

ancient Ark of the Covenant. 

 

First panellist: The Ethiopians clearly possess an artefact of great significance to them.  

We can’t know exactly what this is, however, as it is not available for 

western archaeologists to examine. 

 

Second panellist: Menelik, the son of the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon, is said to 

have stolen the Ark of the Covenant from the temple in Jerusalem and 

brought it with him, along with teachers of the Jewish religion, when he 

returned to the kingdom of Sheba. Archaeologists believe Sheba 

included the lands of Yemen and Ethiopia. 

 

First panellist: We westerners tend to consider stories like this to be more legendary 

than historical.  Nevertheless Haile Selassie, the last Emperor of 

Ethiopia, believed he was a descendant of the Biblical King David.  

 

Second panellist: It does seem to reflect a memory of a close relationship between the 

Court of Sheba and the Jewish nation.  From ancient times until 

recently there have been African adherents of Judaism in Ethiopia. 

 

First panellist: In 1975 the Chief Rabbinate in Israel recognized as Jews entitled to 

settle in Israel, the Felasha people of Ethiopia who practice a form of 

Judaism that pre-dates the destruction of the Jerusalem temple by the 

Romans.  There were several migrations of Felasha to Israel between 

1980 and 1991. These people claim that their ancestors once belonged 

to the ruling classes in Ethiopia. 

 

Announcer: As interesting as this is, perhaps we are getting off the topic of today’s 

panel discussion, which is the origin of the church in Ethiopia. 

 

Second panellist: There are connections, but first we need to tell the story of the first 

Ethiopian convert. 
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Announcer: For your listening pleasure we now have a dramatisation of this story. 

 

A narrator and three actors enter, playing God, Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch.  They 

gather around a microphone to the side of the announcer and panellists. 

 

Narrator: Philip, one of the church’s first seven deacons, had just undertaken a 

successful mission in the city of Samaria, performing healing miracles 

and proclaiming Jesus the Messiah to crowds of people there.  On his 

return to Jerusalem, an angel told him to travel south on the road that 

leads through the Judean wilderness from Jerusalem to Gaza.  So Philip 

did as he was instructed.  While he was walking along a chariot went 

past him.  Riding as a passenger in the chariot, and reading aloud to 

himself, was the treasurer of the Court of the Kingdom of Sheba.  

 

God: Philip! 

 

Philip: Is that you speaking Lord? 

 

God: It is.  See that chariot ahead of you.  Catch up with it and join it. 

 

Philip: For what purpose Lord? 

 

God: So that you may speak to the man reading from the Holy Scriptures.  

 

Philip: What am I to say to him Lord? 

 

God: You’ll know what to say once you catch up with him.  Now stop wasting 

time with your questions and get a move on.  He’ll soon be too far 

away for you to catch up with him. 

 

Philip:   Yes Lord. 

 

Narrator: So Philip ran after the chariot.  On reaching it he discovered that the 

man was reading from the scroll of Isaiah. 

 

Ethiopian (reading):  “Like 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 
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was denied him.  Who can describe his generation? For his life is taken 

away from the earth.”  

 

Philip: (puffing) Excuse me Sir, do you understand what you are reading? 

 

Ethiopian: How can I, unless someone interprets for me?  For example, about 

whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about 

someone else?  

 

Philip: I can answer that for you Sir. 

 

Ethiopian: In that case, get up here beside me, and help me comprehend these 

scriptures. 

 

Narrator: So Philip clambered up onto the chariot and sat down beside the 

Ethiopian. 

 

Philip: Isaiah is referring to Jesus of Nazareth, who died on a Roman cross. 

 

Ethiopian: How could that be?  I understand that a great man of God can suffer 

much and may even be martyred for his faithful obedience, but how 

could an executed criminal be the man of God spoken of by the 

prophet? 

 

Philip: He was no criminal Sir.  In fact he was totally without guile. He went 

about the countryside performing miracles – healing lepers, causing the 

blind to see and the dumb to speak, enabling the lame to walk and 

casting out the demons of those with troubled minds. 

 

Ethiopian: He seems to have done a lot of good, so what did he do to justify being 

crucified? 

 

Philip: He spoke constantly about the reign of God breaking into the world.  

The chief priests and Roman governor feared his message and his 

popularity with the people so they conspired together to get rid of him.   

 

Ethiopian: Sadly unethical, powerful people can cause great suffering to many 

good people.  Such evil must be resisted.  I hope this Jesus put up a 
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good fight before he was arrested, or at least gave a good defence at 

his trial. 

 

Philip: No Sir, he was like a sheep led to be sacrificed, and as the prophet 

writes, “he did not open his mouth”. That is he did not attempt to 

defend himself against the false charges brought against him.   But his 

execution was not the end of him.  He did not stay dead. 

 

Ethiopian: What do you mean that he didn’t stay dead? 

 

Philip: Three days after he was murdered he was raised to life, a new life, and 

was seen by his closest friends.   

 

Ethiopian: Ah that I can’t believe.  Dead men don’t come back to life.  Perhaps his 

friends were hallucinating because of their grief. 

 

Philip: I agree Sir that the testimony of a few distraught men and women 

could be considered an inadequate witness.   But on a later occasion he 

appeared to five hundred of his followers.  They weren’t all in a state of 

hysteria. 

 

Ethiopian: So God brought him back to life.  Where is he now? 

 

Philip: On the right hand of God in heaven, interceding on our behalf. 

 

Ethiopian: I don’t understand. 

 

Philip: It is as the prophet said, “He was wounded for our transgressions, 

crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us 

whole, and by his bruises we are healed.”  His death defeated death 

and his resurrection makes possible our resurrection.   

 

Ethiopian: Are you saying we can have eternal life because of him? 

 

Philip: Yes Sir, because he is the long awaited Messiah – but no ordinary 

Messiah.  An ordinary Messiah might have delivered us from the 

Romans and ushered in a golden age of prosperity, before another 

empire rose up to kill and rob and enslave us.  No Jesus of Nazareth is 
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the Messiah who delivers us from the powers behind the world’s 

oppressive systems, and ultimately delivers us from the greatest of 

these powers – death. 

 

Ethiopian: How could a man – any man – do that? 

 

Philip: Only someone who is both the Son of Man and the Son of God.  You 

see Jesus of Nazareth is God incarnate, God among us. 

 

Ethiopian: This is a very great revelation.  What should I do? 

 

Philip: Believe the good news and be baptised in the name of God – Father, 

Son and Spirit – to receive forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy 

Spirit who brings new life. 

 

Ethiopian: Here is living water in the stream we are passing.  What is stopping me 

from being baptised? 

 

Philip: Nothing Sir. 

 

Narrator: The Ethiopian ordered his coachman to stop the chariot.  He and Philip 

got out and Philip baptised the official.  Then the Ethiopian resumed his 

journey home rejoicing and Philip went immediately to Ashdod. 

 

The actors leave the studio. 

 

Announcer: Our panel of experts will now comment on the story you have just 

heard. 

 

First panellist: Sometimes what is not said in Scripture is as interesting as what is said.  

Luke does not say that the Ethiopian official was the first Gentile 

convert.  That honour is given to Cornelius the Roman centurion two 

chapters later in the Book of Acts. 

 

Second panellist: The Ethiopian could have been a proselyte to Judaism. 

 

First panellist: Or perhaps he was a member of a family who considered themselves 

Jews, like the Felasha people who migrated to Israel in the 1980s. 
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Second panellist: He had probably been in Jerusalem to observe one of the three great 

pilgrim festivals that were held there annually.  Herod the Great 

expanded the temple complex considerably to accommodate all the 

pilgrims who came to worship there at festival times. 

 

First panellist: However, even if the Ethiopian had the status of a Jew, he would still 

have been an outsider.  Being a eunuch he would not have been 

permitted beyond the Court of the Gentiles in Herod’s temple.  In the 

twenty-third chapter of Deuteronomy, the Mosaic law says that no 

man whose private parts have been mutilated can be admitted to the 

assembly of the Lord. 

 

Second panellist: But a rule that appears clear cut in one scripture can be modified in 

another. In Isaiah, just three chapters past the passage which the 

Ethiopian was reading, God says, “To the eunuchs who keep my 

Sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my 

covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and 

a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting 

name that shall not be cut off.” 

 

Announcer: It seems we can only speculate about his situation before he met Philip. 

 

First panellist: One thing we can be certain about, God chose a very influential man to 

take the gospel back to Africa.  Luke tells us that the Ethiopian was in 

charge of the entire treasury of Candice, queen of the Ethiopians.   

 

Second panellist: Perhaps there is a parallel between his visit to Herod’s temple and the 

visit by the Queen of Sheba to Solomon’s temple.  Both brought back to 

the royal court their enhanced knowledge of God. 

 

Announcer: Do you attribute the starting of the current Ethiopian Orthodox church 

to the witness of this man? 

 

First panellist: The Ethiopian treasurer was unlikely to have had a complete 

understanding of the gospel after only one conversation with Philip.  He 

would, however, have shared what he knew about Jesus with other 

members of the court, perhaps even with the queen herself.   
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Second panellist: Two Christians from Syria, Frumentius and Adesius, are credited with 

the beginnings of Christian Orthodoxy in Ethiopia.  As young people 

they were shipwrecked and ended up as slaves for the royal family, 

among whom they had great success as missionaries. When the 

Emperor Ezana declared Christianity the official state religion, 

Frumentius was consecrated the first bishop of Ethiopia by Athanasius, 

Patriarch of Alexandria.   

 

First panellist:   Luke’s Ethiopian represents for Africa what Luke’s Lydia of Thyatira 

represents for Europe – the first convert for a continent.  Other 

believers besides the queen’s treasurer would have contributed to the 

spread of the gospel in this area of northern Africa in the first century.  

In fact according to the early church historian Nicephorus, Matthew the 

apostle made a missionary trip to Ethiopia. 

  

Second panellist: There is a far stronger Jewish influence in the church that developed in 

Ethiopia than in the church that developed in the west.  The Ethiopian 

Orthodox Christians continue to adhere to traditions in the Hebrew 

Scriptures, like the food laws for example. 

 

First panellist:  The Ethiopian church preserved for us Jewish literature that would 

otherwise have been lost.  As a consequence, we church historians 

have a better understanding of the world from which Christianity 

emerged.   

 

Second panellist: Their canon also has more books than the western canon.   

 

First panellist: And their history shows Ethiopian Christians to be, as already 

mentioned, faithful and resilient believers – something we western 

Christians also need to be. 

  

Announcer: Well that’s all we have time for today.  Thank you to our panellists 

today for a very interesting discussion.  Be sure to tune in for future 

episodes of “The History of the Church” on Christian radio.      

 

The End 


