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We begin this morning as the Apostle Paul and his companions intend to continue their 

missionary travels…as heard from in 

Acts 16:6-10    Paul’s Vision 

They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit 

to speak the word in Asia. 7When they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into 

Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them; 8so, passing by Mysia, they went down to 

Troas. 9During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him 

and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”  10When he had seen the vision, we 

immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to 

proclaim the good news to them.  

Acts 16:11-15  Lydia’s Conversion 

11We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following day to 

Neapolis, 12and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district of Macedonia and a 

Roman colony. We remained in this city for some days. 13On the sabbath day we went outside 

the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke 

to the women who had gathered there. 14A certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, 

was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth. The Lord 

opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul. 15When she and her household were 

baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay 

at my home.” And she prevailed upon us. 

Welcoming Heart 

Have you ever responded to something in a surprising yet instantaneous way that changed your 

life?    
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When I was in my early twenties, I was living in Palm Springs California. I had been moved 

there from San Diego by my employer to open and run another store. I loved that job, my life 

and friends. It was a wonderful time in my life. One particular summer I was to go to Europe on 

a buying trip with the wife of the couple who owned the business. Summers are low season in 

Palm Springs as it is very hot in the desert, so it was a good time to go leaving the husband in 

charge.   

And then an interesting thing happened in the Spring of that year.                                                         

My parents came out to visit me    and over dinner I was telling them about the upcoming buying 

trip to Europe. They listened and then my Father commented simply, “Do you really want to go? 

Wouldn’t you rather just come home?” 

Now he may have meant to be flippant, but it was as if a light switch went on and I looked at 

them and said, “yes, that is what I want to do, I want to move back near you.” They happened to 

be moving to Wisconsin at the time, and that is how I came to live here.   

At the time I didn’t really know why I was open to that suggestion.  Life was full and rich just as 

it was. Job, friends, new things on the horizon, …yet I also knew the  “yes”  to my father’s 

suggestion was what was meant to be. I could not have foreseen the path ahead, but I believe 

somehow God’s nudge came through and my heart was open to follow it. 

Even though Lydia is our “nobody” person this morning, our lesson began with Paul being either 

thwarted or re-directed from his travel plans in ways that get him to Philippi, this city of some 

importance in Macedonia,   or what is now known to us as modern-day Greece.  It is here he 

meets Lydia. And it seems she must be who Paul was meant to meet even though his night vision 

showed him a man who was asking for help…but we never hear of him again.      

Nevertheless, the vision, or something…I call it the Holy Spirit, redirected Paul and his 

companions to head to Macedonia to bring the good news - the Gospel - their love and 

understanding of Jesus there. And it is Lydia who is the first to receive the Good News they told.     

And it is Lydia who opens her heart to God …and her home to Paul. It is through God’s spirit 

and her hospitality that perhaps the first church in Europe is planted. Travels plans were 

changed, and unexpected doors are opened to new life. 

But let’s get back to the woman named Lydia, our “nobody” we hear from and about this 

morning. The author Luke probably offers her name here for a reason, when so many of our 

nobodies, especially women are unnamed.                                                                                                      

Lydia is a Greek name rather than Jewish. Couple this with the information that she is a “God-

Worshipper” helps us understand that she is a Gentile who is drawn to… or studying Judaism,   

seeking to know God. Yet perhaps not a “member.” 

She seems to be a woman of some means and independence as she has her own business and 

home in Philippi. She comes from Thyatira, a city known for the making of textiles. And that she 

deals in purple cloth may tell us why she has brought her business to Philippi, a “leading city and 

Roman colony” since purple cloth was desirable to make clothing for royalty or wealthy Roman 

citizens. 
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Context has been particularly important in our “nobody” series as we draw together information 

about them to help us understand their relationship to the Gospel. Some background information 

on the place, Philippi helps speak to this.  

It is a city founded by King Philip, the father of Alexander the Great but a few centuries later 

Macedonia is conquered by Rome and the network of roads built to connect the Roman Empire 

went right through Philippi.                                    

About two generations before Paul arrived in Philippi - Emperor Augustus used some of its land    

to gift to retired army officers and it grew and became a distinct Roman city on an important 

trade route populated by veterans, Roman city officials, merchants, farmers, artisans and slaves.                                                                 

Its religious life was diverse, including monuments reflecting emperor worship…Greek, Roman, 

and even Egyptian gods. It seems there was a small Jewish community, but probably not a 

regular synagogue which would have needed ten men to make up a Minyan or congregation.   

You see, Paul, a learned man of Jewish upbringing, was in the habit - during his mission travels-  

to go to the local synagogue on the Sabbath and proclaim the Gospel. But as our lesson this 

morning tells us he does not go to the synagogue but rather to a place of prayer outside the city 

gates where several women were gathered. And it is here that he sits down to speak,                                        

although as a Pharisee this does seem odd, for it was not the norm for a Pharisaic man to speak 

with women in that way.                                                                                      

But of course, Paul’s life, purpose, and travel plans have been inspired and changed by God.        

And so, the gospel is shared, and the gospel is received.  And Lydia was listening.  

But given the context and the culture of that colony; Philippi sounds like a place bustling with 

opportunity, thriving in part for simply being in the right place. A place offering all kinds of 

other opportunities, idols, and monuments to seek all kinds of gods. In some ways this sounds 

like any place doesn’t it.                                                                                                                               

Yet Paul is directed there, Lydia brings her business there, and in a place of prayer outside the 

city gates they meet.                                                                                                                                           

And it makes me wonder, what other places can we imagine, where else might we be drawn to 

encounter other people seeking God?  Imagine the wonderful conversations we can have!      

Imagine what God can do! 

We worry about church attendance; we wonder at whose full parking lot is most full. But I don’t 

think that is God’s worry at all. I believe we are simply asked to receive the Gospel and share the 

Gospel, worship God and find joy and purpose in this life.  

No, we don’t hear of a lot of controversy in our readings this morning - no push back or 

struggles, no concern about numbers, that stop the Gospel from being shared and received in that 

place of prayer.  Lydia, called a worshipper of God, heard and felt something more, she is 

baptized in that river outside the gate.    A new church is begun, her home also becomes a place 

of prayer, a sanctuary.  
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But if we had gone just beyond our reading this morning we would have heard about Paul     

tangling with the owner of a slave girl, getting in trouble, and accused of breaking with Roman 

customs.  He and Silas are beaten and thrown in jail. During the night they sing hymns and pray,   

an earthquake opens the doors …but they decide not to escape but stay where they are with their 

jailer.  Another opportunity to share and receive the gospel! We might even see this as another 

time when travel plans are changed by staying right where you are, because that is the place to 

share the gospel.                                                                                                                                                    

They are released the next day and the final word we have about Lydia is that they return to her 

home and she welcomes them - they are encouraged and hit the road again! 

It is to this church that Paul wrote in his Letter to the Philippians. It is the most joy filled letter of 

all the churches he wrote to during his travels. And this one, filled with so much joy and love,  he 

wrote from another, much longer stay in jail. Yet it is full of encouragement and 

acknowledgement of the Philippian church and how their love and hospitality, their faith in Jesus 

has held him up- even in times of trouble.  

This is an important part of the life of any church isn’t it? Just as our call to meditation says, “Let 

mutual love continue…”  but it also reaches beyond that --me and you- relationship saying,    

“Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels 

without knowing it.”  

Let’s not miss the opportunity to be changed by God. 

How open are you to having life’s travel plans changed by God?                                            

Lydia and Paul are changed by the Gospel and become instigators for the Gospel. Lydia opens 

her home to what becomes a people, a community of joy, that builds and strengthens a church.   

When we find a purpose in the Gospel it means we will live a life of change- changing travels 

plans, going to new places and people, or maybe staying right where we are. What guides us is 

when we have a welcoming heart. Welcoming God to move our lives, welcoming the 

opportunity to share this life with others. 

My little story of changed plans is a one small example of God’s movement.  I am sure you have 

stories of your own, and if you don’t perhaps you might open the door for one.                                          

When our plans are changed, rather than looking at what didn’t happen or what might have been 

given up because of that change, trust in what is ahead. As Paul writes to that little church started 

in Lydia’s home, “rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice” 

And when we are discouraged or cannot see the way we can also remember some of the closing 

words written to that same church, written for us;   “Finally, beloved, whatever is true,    

whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is 

commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 

these things.” (Philippians 4:8) 

Let us let God guide our “travel plans” and see where that takes us… or where that makes us 

stay. 
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Amen. 


