
                    THE

     THIOPIAN EUNUCHE

PUBLIC DOMAIN/ WALTERS ART MUSEUM/ BALTIMORE

B Y  M A R K  A .  R A T H E L

TGP: Acts 8:26-40

Dated to the 16th 
cent., image and 
text from the 
“Ethiopian Gospel 
Book.” The text is 
in Geez, the tra-

ditional liturgical 
language of the 
Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church. The image 
depicts Jesus’ 
ascension. 
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[Cyrus] selected eunuchs for every 
post of personal service to him, from 
the door-keepers up.”4 

A study of carved monuments 
(called “reliefs”) helps clarify the 

gospel to the Samaritans 
and to an individual from 
“the end of the earth” in 
fulfillment of Acts 1:8. 
Comprehending the sta-
tus of eunuchs in the Old 
Testament and the broader 
culture can help readers 
understand the impor-
tance of the Ethiopian 
eunuch’s conversion.  

In the Ancient World
In the ancient world, the 
word “eunuch” could 
describe “a male servant or  
supervisory official in the 
court of a ruler; often cas-
trated.”3 The Greek histo-
rian Xenophon stated that 
Persia’s King Cyrus II (559-529 bc) 
preferred eunuchs in high service for 
three reasons. First, Cyrus observed 
neutered animals were gentler and 
concluded that the same would be 
true of men. Second, eunuchs lacked 
loyalties to a family. Third, because 
society viewed eunuchs with con-
tempt, they needed a patron for pro-
tection. “Recognizing these facts, he 

ACTS NARRATES THE 
geographical expansion of 
the church from Jerusalem, 

Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of 
the earth (Acts 1:8). Acts concludes 
with Paul imprisoned in Rome, yet, 
the Romans failed to imprison the 
gospel because Paul preached “with-
out hindrance” (28:31).1 Although 
the Greek term translated “with-
out hindrance” occurs only this one 
time in the Book of Acts, being 
“unhindered” functions as a theme 
of the book.2 The Ethiopian eunuch 
asked, “What would keep [literally, 
“hinder”] me from being baptized?” 
(8:36). Regarding the Roman cen-
turion Cornelius and others, Peter 
asked, “Can anyone withhold water 
and prevent [“hinder”] these people 
from being baptized?” (10:47). In 
addition to the geographical expan-
sion of the church, Acts narrates 
the story of an “unhindered gos-
pel.” Acts 8 shines a laser on this 
truth. The gospel message reached 
an Ethiopian eunuch, an individual 
excluded from Judaism.

Philip, who was not an apos-
tle, was central in preaching the 

Above: Relief 
depicting 
Candace stand-
ing with arms 
outstretched and 
hands raised. The 

term “Candace” 
was also spelled 
“Kandake” and 
was the term for 
“queen” or “royal 
woman.”

Below: Ruins from 
Meroe, which was 
part of ancient 
Ethiopia. 
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and eternal security signified by an 
everlasting name (v. 5).8

The Book of Daniel describes 
Ashpenaz as Nebuchadnezzar’s 
“chief of . . . court officials” (hcsb, 
Dan. 1:3) or “chief eunuch” (csb, 
esv). Josephus narrates that 
Nebuchadnezzar made some of the 
impressive Hebrew youths brought 
into his court “to be eunuchs.” 
He continued “Now among these 
were . . . Daniel.”9 Evidence does not 
indicate, though, that Daniel and 
his friends were eunuchs.10

The Ethiopian Eunuch
Luke gave an uncharacteristically 
detailed description of the man 
Phillip encountered on the desert 
road. The man was from a region 

worship assembly of God’s peo-
ple. The prohibition may have 
addressed men that practiced self-
castration in pagan religious rituals. 
According to one Old Testament 
scholar, the emasculation described 
in the text “may, presumably, 
be genetic, accidental, or inten-
tional.”7 Rabbis later taught that 
emasculation violated God’s cre-
ation order. After predicting God’s 
Servant would be an atoning sac-
rifice (Isa. 53:5-6), God commu-
nicated that He wanted the tent 
to be enlarged (54:2-3) and invited 
“everyone who is thirsty” (55:1) 
to receive the message of inclu-
sion within the covenant of David 
(vv. 1-4). Consequently, eunuchs 
receive co-equal status within the 
people of God (56:3-5) including 
access to God’s house, acceptance 
as signified by a memorial name, 

eunuchs’ role and physical features 
in ancient Near Eastern culture. 
Regarding social position, the mon-
uments depict eunuchs as second 
behind the king. Regarding physi-
cal features, eunuchs likely retained 
higher-pitched voices. Images of 
eunuchs depict them as having long 
lower extremities, a barrel chest, 
and as lacking facial and body hair.5 

In the Old Testament
“Saris” functions as the translit-
eration of the Hebrew term ren-
dered “eunuch.” The Hebrew word 
developed from Akkadian.6 In the 
earlier books of the Old Testament, 
saris designated a royal official 
rather than a eunuch. For example, 
Genesis identified Potiphar, the cup-
bearer, and Pharaoh’s chief as saris 
(Gen. 37:36; 40:2), yet Potiphar was 
married. In the exilic and post-exilic 
books, saris described eunuchs as 
“keeper of the women” (Esth. 2:3,15) 
or “keeper of the concubines” (v. 14). 

The Jews did not practice physi-
cal castration. Deuteronomy 23:1 
prohibited eunuchs from the formal 

House at Beit 
Gurvin (Maresha). 
Philip journeyed 
on the road that 
ran past Beit 
Gurvin through 
the southern 
Shephelah to 
Gaza. Along the 
way he met the 
Ethiopian and 
shared with him 
the gospel.

Right: Painted 
ceramic cup from 
Meroe, found 
in the Qustul, 
Cemetery Q, 
tomb 439; the 
cup dates about 

50 BC to AD 200. 
The decoration is 
a stylized Eye of 
Horus or the Eye 
of Ra, each part of 
the Egyptian pan-
theon.
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religious individual read the scroll 
of prophet Isaiah and the proph-
ecy of one “pierced because of our 
rebellion,” made “a guilt offering,” 
and one who lived again because 
“he will prolong his days.”15       I
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south of Egypt’s coast, in the current 
area of Sudan. People in the Greco-
Roman world thought Ethiopia was 
the ends of the earth.12 Luke’s read-
ers would have assumed that the 
Ethiopian was black.13 The eunuch 
possessed high social standing in the 
light of his role as treasurer of the 
kingdom. Because producing a scroll 
was expensive, his possessing an 
Isaiah scroll indicated his great per-
sonal wealth.14 He served Candace, a 
dynastic title for both the queen and 
the queen mother of Ethiopia. 

Acts recounts that God used 
supernatural means to bring 
together a non-apostle committed 
to obedience to Acts 1:8 and an 
individual from “the end of the 
earth.” God used angelic direc-
tion (Acts 8:26), Spirit guidance 
(v. 29), and providential timing as 
Philip arrived as this high status, 

of dark-skinned people in Africa. 
He was a physical eunuch. In his 
societal role, he was responsible for 
the treasury of the queen. Since he 
traveled to Jerusalem to worship, we 
know he was a Gentile God-fearer; 
yet his physical condition prohib-
ited him from becoming a proselyte 
to Judaism. As a eunuch, he would 
not receive circumcision. The con-
joining of the concepts of “high 
[royal] official” and “eunuch” by 
Luke means that the term “eunuch” 
describes his physical condition 
rather than his administrative role.

Luke described the man as an 
Ethiopian, yet the term does not 
describe the territory of modern 
Ethiopia on the Horn of Africa. 
Ethiopia was the ancient kingdom of 
Meroe, often referred to as Cush in 
the Old Testament.11 Geographically, 
Meroe was approximately 1,000 miles 

Above: Relief, 
likely from Rome, 
shows Philip and 
the eunuch, whom 
Queen Candace 
in Ethiopia dis-
patched.
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ DAVID ROG-
ERS/ LOUVRE/ PARIS (287/20)

Left: Panel from 
the throne room 
of Assyria’s 
King Sargon II. 
Depicted are two 
royal court atten-
dants. Their soft 
fleshy features 
and the fact that 
they are beard-
less may indicate 
that they were 
eunuchs.

WINTER 2017-18 / BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR   93




